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My dissertation, “Roads to Rebellion: Cultural Contributions by Women of the Beat 
Generation,” explores female members of a subculture that mythologized the road as a 
space for escaping Cold War containment. This project begins by redefining Cold War 
“containment,” typically identified as the strategy for controlling communism’s spread, to 
a cultural narrative whose spatial and gendered implications illuminate the complexities 
of a rebellion hinged on the masculinized road. Through this lens, I explore women’s 
participation in and efforts toward the Beat aesthetic and ethos—performed in domestic 
spaces or from the road—as examples of the complicated negotiation with the dominant 
culture and Beat lifestyle. Specifically, Joan Vollmer, Joyce Johnson, and Hettie Jones, 
who did not rebel on the road, instead challenged containment in their stationary lives 
and from their homes. In addition, Lu Anne Henderson, Brenda Frazer, and Joanne 
Kyger—female Beats who did go on the road—rejected and contended with containment 
from the U.S. highway, the border, and transnational spaces; they faced limitations as 
they engaged the popular model of Beat rebellion, yet transgressed the masculinized road 
space and extended female Beat possibilities. Ultimately, “Roads to Rebellion” breeds 




suggests a theory of gendered space that disrupts traditional public/masculine and 




CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: CULTURAL CONTRIBUTIONS BY  
WOMEN OF THE BEAT GENERATION 
“After 1957 On the Road…sent countless kids on the 
road….The Beat literary movement came at exactly the 
right time and said something that millions of 
people…were waiting to hear….The alienation, the 
restlessness, the dissatisfaction were already there waiting 
when Kerouac pointed out the road.” 
   --William Burroughs quoted in Ann 
Charters’s Introduction to On the Road (xxvii) 
 
“Most of us never got the chance to literally go on the road. 
Our road instead became the strange lives we were leading.”  
Joyce Johnson, “Beat Women” (218) 
 
The 1957 publication of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road brought to light a 
quintessential Beat mode of rebellion. The novel fictionalizes a circuitous cross-country 
trip Kerouac took with fellow Beats Neal Cassady, Lu Anne Henderson, and, briefly, Al 
Hinkle. Yet as Burroughs and Johnson indicate, the journey taken by these four Beats 
resonated with generations of readers. Those caught within the culture of the Cold War 
faced narrowly defined normative spaces of American life, but Kerouac and his 
dissatisfied peers refused its prescribed containment. Aside from the figures featured in 
Kerouac’s novel, notable Beats like Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, and Gary 
Snyder drifted from New York to California, from Texas to Louisiana, to Mexico to 




Less consideration has been given to the restlessness and dissatisfaction of female 
Beats. They too took the road of rebellion against a stifling culture that closed in around 
them. Henderson, arguably the first female Beat to go on the road, joins names like 
Brenda Frazer, who took inspiration from Kerouac’s novel, moving to Mexico and 
writing about her experiences. Likewise, Joanne Kyger made transnational voyages to 
Japan and India, in order to practice Buddhism and her poetic craft. The itinerancy 
exhibited by these women models the way Beats resisted a culture of Containment. 
Within this Cold War moment, the policy for containing communism came to manifest in 
everyday encounters. World politics infused with domestic policy until combatting 
communism meant regulating an American way of life. A hegemonic narrative of 
Containment ultimately defined citizens’ behaviors and attitudes, diffusing across gender 
roles, sexual mores, artistic expression. Moreover, as the term itself anticipates, 
Containment even dictated the spaces of daily interaction. The Beats’ complex response 
to Containment transgressed the trappings of U.S. normativity: They rejected hegemonic 
spaces like the suburban home or the corporate office, institutions like the nuclear family, 
and ideologies like consumerism—trading them in for unbridled life on the road.  
For female Beats, going on the road was especially complicated. Containment 
enforced strictly defined gender roles and sexual expectations through careful 
articulations of women’s proper place. Throughout the long 1950s—a period spanning 
the late 1940s through the mid-1960s, so-called to denote a period defined by common 
ideological concerns rather than a calendar decade—women’s road opportunities were 
limited and wrought with obstacle. Thus, other women of the Beat Generation laid out 




Vollmer, Hettie Jones, and Joyce Johnson revised traditional spaces of women’s daily life 
during the Cold War. Their homes became salons, communes, publishing and writing 
venues from which they challenged dominant cultural attitudes.  
While some women managed to confront Containment on the road, still others 
found ways to transgress dominant culture from the domestic sphere. Yet neither type of 
rebellion matched the experiences of male Beats. Whether from the home space or on the 
highway, women’s contribution to the Beat Generation took an alternative shape and 
reflects a different perspective than the masculine modes so frequently represented. The 
salons they led to the little magazines they developed, from the poetry, fiction, and 
memoirs they wrote to the ideas and oeuvre they inspired all demonstrate the female 
Beats’ complex negotiation with spatially enacted rebellion against Containment. Their 
complex negotiation with Containment spaces reveals contributions to the Beat aesthetic 
and ethos that ultimately develop a clearer picture of the movement. 
Explicating the gendered spatial strategies of Containment and Beat cultures,  
as conveyed in fiction, poetry, and memoir, as well as biography and primary historical 
texts, demonstrates an adaptable and transgressive rebellion unique to female Beats. 
Their subversion of conventional gender-spatial relationships—those that figure the home 
as private and feminine spaces, and, conversely the road as public and masculine 
conditions—reflect female Beats’ participation in this alternative aesthetic and social 
movement, and also reveals their distinct contribution to it. Specifically, Joan Vollmer 
and Hettie Jones, who did not rebel on the road, instead fashioned transgressive home 
spaces from which they challenged Containment. Joyce Johnson and Lu Anne Henderson 




this typically-masculinized rebellion in their writing and their lives. Finally, Brenda 
Frazer and Joanne Kyger went beyond the road—rejecting and contending with 
Containment’s global grasp from border and from transnational spaces. Ultimately, these 
women not only extended female Beat possibilities, but also broadened the understanding 
of a movement that for so long has been described as male. In the end, “Roads of 
Rebellion” enriches narratives of Containment, the Beat Generation, of womanhood in 
these climates, requiring a theory of gendered space that disrupts traditional 
public/masculine and private/feminine paradigms. 
An Interdisciplinary Approach to the Female Beats 
To this end, “Roads of Rebellion” weaves an analysis of gender and sexuality, 
culture, geography, and history into a study that recovers a neglected female presence in 
the Beat literary and social movement. Theory and methods for this project draw from a 
variety of sources. Alan Nadel’s Containment Culture: American Narratives, 
Postmodernism, and the Atomic Age traces the presence of the foreign policy of 
containment throughout various arenas and products of U.S. culture. His premise that 
containment manifested across U.S. cultural life, communicated through media, 
disseminated to and adopted in great numbers not only provides “Roads of Rebellion” 
with a definition of containment useful for understanding its everyday social impact. In 
addition, extending Nadel’s work by identifying Containment’s spatial implications, 
Containment Culture anticipates a method for reading the counternarratives assumed by 
the Beats. Likewise, Elaine Tyler May’s Homeward Bound: American Families in the 
Cold War Era examines the reshaping of American family life—and in particular, images 




nuclear family, gender roles, and heterosexuality alongside Cold War political goals to 
further prove the inextricability of the personal and political and to undermine a 
longstanding image of the placid 1950s. This dissertation draws on May’s methods and 
findings as a basis for comparing Beat and Containment lifestyles.  
Foundational work in American Studies by Amy Kaplan—specifically, her essay 
“Manifest Domesticity”—explores the function of national rhetoric surrounding women 
and the domestic sphere to advance American political goals during the 19th century. The 
rhetoric of expansion surrounding Manifest Destiny demanded a particular role for 
women in this process of its corollary “Manifest Domesticity,” where women’s 
domesticating function extended beyond the home space and into the national empire. 
Kaplan writes, “Manifest Destiny of the nation unfolds logically from the imperial reach 
of women’s influence emanating from her separate domestic sphere,” and, in the end, 
“has an international dimension that helps separate gendered spheres coalesce in the 
imperial expansion of the nation by redrawing domestic borders against the foreign” (597, 
602). This project draws from Kaplan’s paradigm, seeing a similar narrative of female 
domesticity employed as a mechanism of Containment during the Cold War era. 
Work in the area of Women’s and Gender studies provides much of the 
framework for understanding the cultural function of gendered space. Critical work by 
Doreen Massey as well as Mona Domosh and Joni Saegar outline the relationship 
between gender roles, gendering, and geographies. Massey, for instance, explains that 
challenges to the way space is conceptualized can result in a challenge to the “dominant 
form of gender definitions and gender relations” (2). Thus, by refusing or revising the 




articulations of gender and gender relations whether on the road or in the home space.  
Janet Wolff and Alexandra Ganser specifically explore women’s spatial interactions 
during travel and through mobility. Their work provides a framework for understanding 
the challenges and context of female Beat mobility. Wolff’s essay, “On the Road Again: 
Metaphors of Travel in Cultural Criticism,” describes the consequences of using 
gendered metaphors of travel; she provides some background for the consequences of the 
gendered public road space, suggesting that “[t]he ideological construction of ‘woman’s 
place’ works to render invisible, problematic, and in some cases impossible, women ‘out 
of place’” (234). Correspondingly, Ganser describes the “hegemonic construction of the 
American Road as a masculine territory in the second half of the 20th century” (“Asphalt 
Frontier” 160).  Last, Iris Marion Young and bell hooks give perspectives on 
transgressive possibilities of domestic spaces. They provide the project with a theory for 
understanding the rebellion of those female Beats who remained in the home space. As 
Young argues, “Despite the oppressions and privileges the idea historically carries, the 
idea of home also carries critical liberating potential” (“House” 124). To that end, bell 
hooks explains that black women shaped their own home spaces, resisting white 
dominance and the gendered meaning of those spaces (450).  
Within Beat Studies, several significant scholars have set the stage for a gender 
analysis of the Beats. Early anthologies by Brenda Knight and Richard Peabody brought 
attention to these names. Female Beats themselves participated in their own recovery: 
Memoirs by Joyce Johnson, Hettie Jones, Brenda Frazer, Edie Kerouac-Parker, Carolyn 
Cassady, Diane DiPrima, Joan Haverty Kerouac, and others introduced narratives to Beat 




the way for critical analysis of female Beat writing through their influential texts, Girls 
Who Wore Black: Women Writing the Beat Generation and Rule of Cool: Interviewing 
and Reading Women Beat Writers. A significant exchange in the journal Transactions of 
the Institute of British Geographers between Timothy Cresswell and Linda McDowell 
introduces frameworks for the geographic analysis of Beat road and home rebellions. 
Jennie Skerl and Nancy M. Grace edited the 2012 publication Transnational Beat 
Generation, which reflects a shift toward global considerations of the Beats. Finally, 
recent publications by Gerald Nicosia and Jonah Raskin understand the importance of 
continuing the project of recovering female Beat voices to the movement’s narrative. 
This project fuses such theories and methods, bringing to bear literary, historico-
cultural, gender, and geographic analyses on the unique spatial circumstances of Beat 
women in the Cold War moment marked by a culture of Containment. “Roads of 
Rebellion” merges disciplinary methods in order to expand sites of inquiry to achieve a 
more comprehensive picture of the topic. In the end, this project proposes a new 
framework for engaging the Beats, yet has application for cultural, literary, gender, and 
other interdisciplinary studies. 
While “Roads of Rebellion” examines a literary and social movement, the project 
moves beyond close readings of Beat literature and engages Beat primary and secondary 
source material, as well as scholarship in the fields of American, literary, historico-
cultural, gender, and geographic studies. Drawing from such sources allows a thoroughly 
contextualized analysis of Beat womanhood. Moreover, broadening the scope of sources 
is a necessity since the female Beats did not publish in the same quantity as their male 




comparatively less? Allen Ginsberg once remarked on this disparity, “Where there was a 
strong writer who could hold her own…we would certainly work with her and recognize 
her” (qtd. in Peabody). This project, on the other hand, suggests that it is not a lack of 
talent that limited the public presence of female Beats, but several systemic factors 
coming together to limit attention to their work and contributions. These factors 
determined female Beat encounters during the long 1950s as well as their legacy after. 
Restoring women to these analyses by drawing on interdisciplinary methods and a variety 
of sources enhances a picture of the women’s contribution to the Beat Generation. Such 
an approach prepares sounder foundations for thinking about the Beats, Containment, and 
1950s womanhood in ways not based on insufficient paradigms. Further, this recovery 
demonstrates the necessity of such analysis—to correct a pattern of omission that 
traverses multiple arenas of critical discourse.  
Off the Road, On the Road: Containment and the Female Beats 
The long 1950s served as the backdrop for two cultural phenomena: The 
dominant cultural Containment moment and the subcultural Beat movement. Werner 
Abelshauser, a German economic historian, first used the term the “long 1950s” in his 
1987 analysis of West German social and economic change from 1949 through 1966. It 
has since been employed for studies of film, literature, and television, in cultural analyses, 
and social histories American, British, European, and Chinese scholarship. Cold War film 
and literary scholar M. Keith Booker, for instance, describes the long 1950s as occurring 
from World War II’s end in 1946 through the decline of U.S. nuclear and anti-Soviet 
paranoia in 1964—what he calls the “great period of American Cold War hysteria” (3). 




prevailing definition of the “[C]ontainment culture” by Alan Nadel, who locates 
Containment as the hegemonic cultural narrative in the years 1948 through the mid-1960s 
(2). In order to distinguish between the two closely related phenomena, throughout 
“Roads of Rebellion” “containment” in the lowercase will be used in reference to the 
official anti-Communist foreign policy. A capitalized “Containment,” on the other hand 
will refer to the cultural manifestation of political policy.  
Furthermore, locating both Containment and Beat Generation within the long 
1950s emphasizes the common historical moment and cultural milieu. According to the 
description of this group advanced by Beat scholar and anthologist Ann Charters, the 
Beats were “members of the generation that came of age after World War II who, 
supposedly as a result of disillusionment stemming from the Cold War, espouse mystical 
detachment and relaxation of social and sexual tensions” (qtd. in Charters, Portable 
xxxiv). Thus, this historical framework unites the Containment culture and the Beat 
Generation in time period—the long 1950s; under shared social categories—the white, 
middle-class, hetero-nuclear family background of the Beats and targeted population of 
containment ideology; and, finally, under common concerns—the Containment espousal 
or the Beat rejection of Cold War values and practices. 
As Nadel explains in Containment Culture: American Narratives, Postmodernism, 
and the Atomic Age, “[T]he disparate acts performed in the name of these [containment] 
practices joined the legible agenda of American history as aspects of [C]ontainment 
culture” (2-3), which encompassed the “containment of atomic secrets, of sexual license, 
of gender roles, of nuclear energy, and of artistic expression” (5). Moreover, as Elaine 




Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, the dominant cultural narrative 
promoted an American ideal without acknowledging its narrow accessibility.  
The Beats found themselves targets of this all-encompassing Containment. Their 
“deviant” sexualities, refusal to be male breadwinner or female housewife, and 
uninhibited approach to writing, for instance, earned them outcast status in society. 
Hegemonic structures already in place absorbed Containment into their means of power. 
Adrienne Rich has defined patriarchy, for example, as “familial-social, ideological, 
political system in which men—by force, direct pressure, or through ritual, tradition, law, 
and language, customs, etiquette, education, and the division of labor, determine what 
part women shall or shall not play, and in which the female is everywhere subsumed 
under the male” (qtd. in Bennett 55). In the long 1950s, patriarchy subsumed 
Containment efforts: Cold War era values advanced through the nuclear family structure, 
the male-breadwinner/female-housewife binary, and the institution of monogamous, 
heterosexual marriage, for instance. Containment employed numerous apparati to secure 
its ideological stronghold: It relied on popular psychology; promoted formalism in 
writing and elitism in publishing; educated in Western- and American-exceptionalist 
traditions; and required patriotic allegiance to nationality.  
Fully apprehending the expression and consequence of female Beat resistance 
calls for, first, a contextualization of containment’s role in the social and political 
aftermath of World War II. Moreover, such contextualization illuminates the sites of 
Containment’s manifestation. While the United States enjoyed relative affluence in the 
years following World War II, the imagined threat of losing superpower status pushed the 




citizens polled believed that there was a “good or fair chance” that their community 
would be bombed in the next war” (May 17). With nearly two-thirds of U.S.-Americans 
citing nuclear war as “the nation’s most urgent problem,” psychiatrist Robert J. Lifton 
assessed that such attitudes “reflected a deep-seated horror” (qtd. in May 17). Notably, 
the fear was not aimed at former-Axis enemies in Europe or Japan, but at Russia—whose 
economy also prevailed, undamaged by war costs. As the only other non-ally nation with 
the financial means for the development of nuclear technologies, communist Russia 
emerged as the primary threat to U.S. safety. The purported risk of nuclear attack coupled 
with the prospect of an economic downturn prompted the U.S. Cold War with the 
U.S.S.R. and compelled U.S. policy toward preventing the spread of communism. Thus, 
when George Kennan, director of Secretary of State George Marshall’s policy planning 
staff, proposed a strategy of “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of 
Russian expansive tendencies” (Part II), he established what would become a defining 
narrative of the Cold War era: Containment.  
 Containment developed from a political into a cultural force due in large part to 
the establishment of narrowly defined normativity. According to Nadel, the model 
normative American was “white, heterosexual, upwardly mobile but always middle class 
(regardless of income or occupation), generically religious, and uncommonly full of 
‘common sense’” (289)—an everyone-knows-it-to-be-true brand of knowing that Nadel 
attributes to the repetition of tropes as a containment cultural process (8). Nadel likens 
this repetition to a viral epidemic that led to the “general acceptance during the cold war 
of a relatively small set of narratives by a relatively large portion of the population. It was 




value in and of itself” (4). In a short period of time, conformity “became a form of public 
knowledge through the pervasive performances of and allusions to containment narratives” 
(4). 
President Eisenhower’s efforts to construct the interstate highway system 
exemplify the thin line between political policy and culture throughout the long 1950s, 
and demonstrate the spatial manifestation of Containment. Eisenhower’s Highway Act 
stemmed in part from precisely the deep-seated horror that Lifton identified, as 
Eisenhower’s evaluation of existing highway systems found “appalling inadequacies to 
meet the demands of catastrophe or defense, should an atomic war come” (qtd. in King 
and Vile 47). The implementation of federal aid would solve this inadequacy in two ways: 
by giving the military a system of interconnected highways by which to mobilize troops, 
and by providing civilians with evacuation routes in the case of nuclear or other attacks.  
But more than evidence of Cold War preoccupation with nuclear war, the Highway Act 
points to the widespread cultural consequence that Nadel asserts and the spatial 
consequence central to the present analysis. In their examination of presidential issues 
and initiatives, John Allan King and John R. Vile describe the Federal Aid Highway Act 
of 1956 as a reflection of the 1950s American mindset: “In the Age of Consensus and the 
Age of Anxiety, when Americans were looking to shared cultural traditions, beliefs, and 
practices to help them cope with fears associated with the Cold War, an organized 
network of roadways criss-crossing the nation brought Americans closer together, 
culturally and physically” (47). Moreover, as King and Vile point out, this highway 




with a direct route for “avoid[ing] exposure” (49, note 1). In other words, the Highway 
Act represents containment, unifying and homogenizing the nation. 
More than just evidence of Containment’s scope, however, the U.S. highway 
system represents the gendered nature of Containment. Specifically, the highway speaks 
to the constructed dichotomy that codes public spaces as unbounded and masculine, and 
private spaces as confined and feminine. Such a dichotomy notably gained ground with 
the economic and social shifts that accompanied the nineteenth century Industrial 
Revolution. The establishment of separate spheres that situated men in the public world 
of work and women in the private space of the domestic offered stability to the changing 
nature of white, middle-class American life. In this way, the booming 1950s economy 
coupled with the uncertainty of national safety encouraged Containment culture’s own 
articulation of separate spheres. In this case, the public space of the highway, masculine 
in its military function and with connotations of nuclear threat and danger, clearly was 
perilous and no place for women. Additionally, providing access to the urban areas of 
professional life, highways were further marked as the space of male breadwinners. 
The highway’s role in Containment culture, then, complicates the Beats’ regard 
for the road as a space for rebellion. Can a male-dominated group rely on the road as the 
site of their rebellion? How does that affect women’s potential for Beat rebellion? 
Despite their presumed resistance to Containment culture, does the Beat Generation 
rebellion simply replicate the gender constructs of the period? 
First, it is important to realize that the men of the Beat generation, while existing 
on the margins of the dominant culture, were not completely outside of its influence. As 




these were the last to fall, even in ‘deviant’ subcultures” (396). Even in a subculture that 
renounced the constricting codes and repressive attitudes of the containment, the 
subordination of women as a practice, whether deliberately or unmindfully performed, 
had a sustained presence.  
Furthermore, the Beats’ engagement with the road was not wholly reflective of 
Containment cultural values. In fact, “going on the road” is among the primary strategies 
of Beat resistance. In his article, “The Subculture of the Beats: A Sociological Revisit,” 
Mel van Elteren identifies “alienation, that is, the sense of separation and place-bound 
estrangement from mainstream society” and “activism in the form of speed (sudden 
spasms of energy and information, mixed and flowing amorphously)” as key 
characteristics of the group (72). Such characteristics—ideological and spatial distance 
from dominant society, as well as the emphasis on speed—speak to the appeal of 
mobility to the Beats. In his analysis of On the Road, in fact, cultural geographer Timothy 
Cresswell finds mobility to be a “geographical expression of discontent with the 
hegemonic culture of the United States in the nineteen fifties—a culture ensconced in the 
family/small-town/home-ownership nexus of the ‘American Dream” (275). In short, for 
Cresswell, “While the hegemonic culture had its geography, so did the counter-
hegemonic alternatives. Mobility was a central part of this counter-hegemonic geography” 
(275). 
The Beats perform a certain spatial resistance through rebellion and transgression. 
As Stuart Hall et. al. argue 
We must try to understand, instead, how, under what conditions, the class 




whole range of responses…Even those which appear again and again in 
the history of the class, are not fixed alternatives (reform vs. revolution), 
but potential historical “spaces” used and adapted to very different 
circumstances in its tradition of struggle. (34) 
In this case, understanding the relationship between Containment and the Beats requires 
exploring how the road—or even the home space—as engaged by the Beats becomes a 
site of resistance. As they pushed the bounds of normative conduct through transgression 
and rebellion against Containment culture values, they confronted dominant notions of 
acceptability, contesting and eventually changing those values. 
Moreover, scholarly interpretation centered on Beat road experiences historically 
has overlooked, oversimplified, or misinterpreted the female Beat rebellion. In an attempt 
to offset early male-centric scholarship on the Beats, later scholars complicated readings 
by demonstrating the masculinist and sexist Beat road experience. While these productive 
feminist readings of the Beats exposed some problematic tendencies among the group, at 
the same time, these readings often perpetuated the omission of female Beats from 
critical engagement. Scholars set up their examinations of the Beat road space as existing 
only for male figures and characters. Women of the Beat Generation, on the other hand, 
were sweepingly generalized as domestically bound victims of the Beat patriarchy. This 
perpetuates an omission in critical engagement that leaves out both the female Beat road 
experience and the transgressive female Beat domestic experience. Ultimately, a more 
careful reading requires an explication of writing by women Beats and their spatial 





When a female Beat went on the road, she transgressed the Containment cultural 
norms. As previously discussed, American highways and mobility have been constructed 
masculine according to the separate spheres of the Containment culture. By rejecting the 
prescriptions of domestic space, women on the road transgressed gender constructions of 
that space. Their experiences and narratives relocated to the road Containment culture’s 
constructions of femininity as fixed in domesticity; in this relocation, such constructions 
of gender become subject to challenge and negotiation. Ultimately, because of their 
refusal of culturally feminized spaces, in certain respects, mobility among female Beats 
can be seen as a more overt challenge to Containment. Highway-bound women rejected 
the compulsory domesticity of female Containment subjects while revising the male 
Beats’ masculinized “on the road” resistance. 
In addition to the effect that the Containment culture had on female Beat road 
encounters, widespread adoption of conformist values during the time extended to private 
sphere experiences. For Nadel, the long 1950s provides an example of the “power of 
large cultural narratives to unify, codify and contain—perhaps intimidate is the best 
word—the personal narratives of its population” (4). Elaine Tyler May’s Homeward 
Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, provides a nuanced look at the 
Containment culture by exploring specifically the implications of this atmosphere on the 
personal narratives of women and their families. According to May, “More than a 
metaphor for the cold war on the homefront, containment aptly describes the way in 
which public policy, personal behavior, and even political values were focused on the 




domestic Containment agenda, women became one of the primary groups to fall under 
scrutiny in this cultural climate.  
For women, following the dominant culture meant adhering to a certain domestic 
ideal. As Michael Davidson explains, this idea called for the “subordination of women to 
housekeeping and childrearing roles, when, only a few years earlier, they had entered the 
marketplace in unprecedented numbers as part of the war effort” (176). Women, thus, 
witnessed their career options dwindle, and found themselves relegated to the home 
environment—a disheartening step backward for many considering the potential to 
sustain the economy and the ability to thrive in the workplace women had confirmed 
during World War II. However, such repression occurred in the name of Containment 
culture, of course, and patriotic duty to the nation during the Cold War crisis. As May 
explains, “The implication, of course, was that self-supporting women were in some way 
un-American. Accordingly, anticommunist crusaders viewed women who did not 
conform to the domestic ideal with suspicion” (13). Ultimately, marriage and motherhood 
comprised a woman’s proper role. In a culture of Containment the nuclear family 
underpinned the country’s success, and a well-behaved women ensured the smooth 
performance of this component; pressure to toe the line was great. 
Certainly the women of the Beat Generation too found themselves limited in their 
possibilities. Despite the mobility of some, the emphasis on female domesticity left others 
spatially limited. At the same time that they occupied traditionally domestic and 
feminine-coded spaces, the lived antinormative lives according the Containment 




As Doreen Massey, author of Space, Place, and Gender explains, “From the 
symbolic meaning of spaces/places and the clearly gendered messages which they 
transmit…spaces and places are not only themselves gendered but, in their being so, they 
both reflect and affect the ways in which gender is constructed and understood” (179). 
For women affected by the Containment culture the home space was coded as “feminine.” 
This is not because the home is essentially feminine, but rather because it has been 
constructed and has come to be understood as such. However, as Iris Marion Young 
argues, “Despite the oppressions and privileges the idea historically carries, the idea of 
home also carries critical liberating potential” (124). Further, women of color have long 
recognized the home as a potential site from which to contest oppression. In fact, in her 
essay “Homeplace (a site of resistance), bell hooks explains that for black women who 
resisted white domination by shaping their own home spaces, “It does not matter that 
sexism assigned them this role. It is more important that they took this conventional role 
and expanded it” (450). She points out that recent attempts to undermine the subversive 
potential of the homeplace into a “site of patriarchal domination,” the contemporary 
effort to depoliticize the homeplace, “has had negative impact on the construction of 
black female identity and political consciousness” (453). For hooks, this represents the 
continued supremacy of a white bourgeois standard that discounts other homeplace 
experiences (453).  
Certainly, the women of the Beat generation—primarily white and of middle-
class background—enjoyed comparative privilege to the experiences of women of color. 
However, theories that draw attention to liberating potential of a home, instead of its 




female Beat experiences. Theories like hooks’s offer a way of decentering white, middle-
class formulations of the household. Homes of the marginalized female Beats, then, can 
be understood as political, identity forming, and agential spaces. 
From their domestically-situated positions, the women of the Beat Generation 
constructed their homes outside of Containment norms. While in their home spaces the 
women of the Beat Generation faced cultural formulations of the home as the site of 
female domesticity, by revising their role in the home and, simultaneously, among the 
Beats, they transformed the potential of their surroundings and the Beat movement—
confronting the rules that dictate gender roles and relations. They took roles of authority 
in the home, wrote and created from the home, used the home to develop alternative 
community and family structures, and from the home they explored non-normative 
relationships and sexualities. 
 To add to the notion of the liberating potential of home, according to Massey, 
challenges to the way space is conceptualized can result in a challenge to the “dominant 
form of gender definitions and gender relations” (2). In essence, refusing or revising the 
culturally specified construction of space can issue a challenge to the articulations of 
gender and gender relations there. Through creation and contribution—fashioning salons 
and little magazines, writing fiction and inspiring ideas—these women rearticulated the 
gender roles and relations in their respective home spaces. 
This approach to studies of the Beat Generation and of Cold War culture brings 
together two essential but yet unwoven threads of scholarly concern: Beat rebellion, on 
the one hand, and Containment, on the other. Moreover, bringing a spatial dimension to 




the gendered construction of space to illuminate the specifically female transgressions 
and acts of rebellion that contributed to the resistant trends in Beat writings and attitude. 
In the end, then, this is a study that offers further insight into female participation in the 
Beat Generation, adding new texts and alternative readings of texts to help trace the 
history of this group and its canon. Moreover, “Roads of Rebellion” not only broadens 
narratives of the Beat Generation and of womanhood during containment, but also it 
suggests a theory of gendered space that disrupts traditional public/masculine and 
private/feminine paradigms. 
Outline of Chapters 
Chapter Two begins with Joan Vollmer, an early female Beat who contended with 
Containment and fashioned subversive Beat spaces from the domestic sphere. This 
chapter analyzes Vollmer’s negotiation with the mechanisms of Containment that limited 
her spatial interactions, yet in ways that ultimately defined her contribution to the Beat 
Generation. Vollmer not only participated in the early formation of the Beats, but her role 
among them connects the group to American bohemian histories that precede and follow 
the long 1950s. First, Vollmer existed within a lineage of female avant-garde 
salonnières—establishing anti-Containment spaces where she and her peers could share 
philosophies toward developing the Beat New Vision. Later, the commune that Vollmer’s 
domestic space became places the Beats squarely in a countercultural trajectory that runs 
through the 1960s and 1970s. Not only was Vollmer a sharp mind whose influence can be 
read in the work of the Beats, but also she helped construct anti-Containment spaces that 




Hettie Jones’s contribution to the Beat generation also originated from the 
domestic space—a contribution that shaped the foundations and determined the legacy of 
the Beat Generation. From her kitchen table, Hettie Jones helped edit Yūgen, a little 
magazine composed against Containment aesthetics. As editor, she gave voice and 
publishing space to poets and artists from the New York and Black Mountain Schools, 
the San Francisco Renaissance and North Beach circles, as well as the Beat Generation. 
In curating the work of these artists and writers and assembling them in one space, Jones 
helped define the avant-garde community and its aesthetic, paving the way for later 
anthologies like Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry. Like Vollmer, her work also 
lies within a literary history: Her role at Yūgen emerges from tradition of female editors 
of little magazines who served as gatekeepers of their respective movements. Moreover, 
working from the kitchen table, Jones also anticipates the small grassroots presses of 
women of color, such as Barbara Smith’s Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press. 
Ultimately, Jones establishes the Beats within the avant-garde literary tradition of their 
time, and places them among earlier and later literary histories, as well. In doing so, 
Jones develops a transgressive domestic space used for advancing anti-Containment 
aesthetics. 
Like Vollmer and Jones, Joyce Johnson also did not go on the road during her 
time as a Beat. Chapter Four examines Johnson’s life as described in memoir, letters, 
essays, and interviews, in order to shed light on the ways she subverted Containment 
while remaining stationary. She carved out spaces for her own expression of Beat 
womanhood—taking her own apartment, joining the bohemian community near 




holding on to anti-corporate Beat values. Her publication of Come and Join the Dance, 
the first female Beat novel, presents a new model of 1950s womanhood—one that is 
distinctively Beat. As in her own life, for Johnson’s protagonist the tension between 
Containment and anti-Containment spaces features prominently. Ultimately, Johnson 
herself proves that resistance is possible from stationary spaces through her pioneering 
Beat text. Moreover, this novel models female rebellion both domestically and on the 
road.  
Lu Anne Henderson serves similarly as a model for female Beat rebellion. Like 
Johnson’s protagonist, Henderson goes on the road. In fact, Henderson plays a significant 
role in the history of Beat road rebellion, appearing as the character Marylou in 
Kerouac’s On the Road. Chapter Five compiles interviews with Henderson and 
information from primary and secondary source material on her Beat peers to analyze 
Henderson’s road encounters. Not only do Henderson’s experiences reflect the immediate 
consequences of Containment, but also the omission of Henderson from analyses of the 
Beat road--even though she figures prominently in one of the most famous Beat road 
texts--reflects Containment’s legacy. The culture of the long 1950s made invisible those 
women who went on the road, and as a result, later scholarship on the Beat and the road 
perpetuated this neglect through omission. After reconsidering the paradigms of the road 
space, this chapter re-reads Kerouac’s On the Road to complicate the masculine buddy 
road narrative as it has traditionally been described, and finds Henderson’s influential 
place in this Beat phenomenon.  
Brenda Frazer is a female Beat who goes “beyond the road,” travelling back and 




engages border theory to analyze Frazer’s Troia: Mexican Memoirs and examines the 
meaning of Containment for U.S.-Mexican relations at the border. Not only does this 
reading rely on the border as a metaphor for understanding tensions surrounding Frazer’s 
identity, it also engages a site- and historically-specific reading of the border. As the 
female Beat faces and crosses many borders—geopolitical, sexual, gender, class, and 
legal—she lays bare the shifting meanings of the space, and the shifting identity of the 
border subject. Ultimately, her memoir emerges as a revolutionary example of female 
Beat writing. 
Finally, Chapter Seven continues to broaden the Beat road and its meanings, 
looking at Joanne Kyger and her transnational travel to India and Japan. Kyger’s 
published journal, Strange Big Moon, kept over the course of these journeys, alongside 
her first collection of poetry, The Tapestry and the Web, help unravel the paradox of 
Containment for a Western female poet. This paradox centers on the tensions in Kyger’s 
identity: She is poet and woman, Beat bohemian and wife, American and traveller. 
Moreover, her experiences demonstrate Containment’s presence across cultural bounds 
and even outside of American borders. Ultimately, Kyger is a woman who enjoys 
privileges as a white American and at the same time faces oppressions as a female 
Containment subject. Together, The Tapestry and the Web and Strange Big Moon at once 
reveal Kyger’s marginalization as a female Beat poet who rejects Containment through 
her travels to Japan and India, and through her proto-feminist-rewriting poetry. At the 
same time, her writing encourages a critique of the poetic and American Zen 





Ultimately, the road and domestic encounters of the female Beats within the 
context of Containment culture offer a look at both restriction and rebellion as spatial and 
gendered. Further, three female Beats who do not go on the road—Joan Vollmer, Hettie 
Jones, and Joyce Johnson—demonstrate the possibility of rebellion from within domestic 
spaces by reconstructing the home and stationary Beat experience as positions of 
creativity and contribution to the Beat aesthetic and ethos. Three examples of female 
Beats who did engage the road—Lu Anne Henderson, Joanne Kyger, and Brenda 
Frazer—reveal the complicated subversion of spatial paradigms and the confrontation of 
Containment’s presence in various spaces. Such a study brings together the cultural 
phenomena of Containment and Beat rebellion, with specific attention to the implications 
of female Beat road and domestic encounters. In the end, it arrives at a clearer picture of 
the gendered nature of space within the Containment culture as it intersects with these 
women’s participation in the aesthetic and ethos of the Beats.  
This approach to studies of the Beat Generation and of Cold War culture brings 
together two essential but yet unwoven threads of scholarly concern: Beat spatial 
rebellion, on the one hand, and Containment, on the other. Moreover, bringing a spatial 
dimension to understanding the Beat Generation’s interaction with Containment allows 
for readings of the gendered construction of space to illuminate the specifically female 
transgressions and acts of rebellion that contributed to the resistant trends in Beat 
writings and attitude. In the end, then, this is a study that offers further insight into female 
participation in the Beat Generation, adding new texts and alternative readings of texts to 




paradigms of space that identify the road as public, masculine, and therefore off limits to 







CHAPTER 2.  “BEFORE THE BULLET HIT HER BROW”: JOAN VOLLMER AND 
THE BUDDING BEAT GENERATION 
Joan Vollmer’s notorious life and death, as well as the sexist legacy of 
Containment, eclipse the female Beat’s real contribution to the Beat Generation. In 1938, 
at the age of 15, Vollmer moved from her parents’ home outside of Albany to New York 
City, where she attended Barnard College. By 1942, Vollmer married Paul Adams, an 
Army soldier stationed in Tennessee. She took an apartment with Edie Parker and 
Parker’s boyfriend, Jack Kerouac, whom she befriended at the West End bar. In early 
1943, after Vollmer had her first child Julie, the group rented a new, more spacious 
apartment at 421 West 118th Street. Soon, this pad became host to the earliest stirrings of 
the Beat Generation, as figures like Lucien Carr, Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, and 
David Kammerer began to assemble there. Vollmer and Burroughs found their match in 
one another; and by late 1946, Vollmer had divorced Adams and began going by Mrs. 
William S. Burroughs. The couple raised Julie together and had another child, William Jr. 
Their bohemian arrangement, however, was far from ideal. Throughout this time, 
Vollmer battled addiction that only exacerbated her mental illness. Burroughs’s own 
struggle with drugs, the law, and authority in general found the family bouncing from 
location to location—New York, Texas, Louisiana, and Mexico. Eventually, the 





disputed circumstances, Vollmer died by a gunshot wound to the head. Burroughs had 
pulled the trigger, reputedly during a game of William Tell. 
Vollmer’s tale has become one of several sensationalized stories in the history of 
the Beats. She joins the company of Beats who suffered addiction (like Kerouac, for 
instance), who faced psychiatric intervention (like Ginsberg, for instance), and who met 
gruesome and untimely death (like Kammerer, for instance). Rather than stains on the 
Beat legacy, however, Vollmer and those like her reflect the insidious aspects of Cold 
War culture. While each of these Beats exemplifies the breadth of Containment in various 
ways, for Vollmer in particular, the dominant ideology manifested through gendered, 
spatial, and psychological strategies. Frequently, Vollmer faced limitations on her spatial 
interactions, as both Containment psychology and patriarchy dictated her movement. At 
the same time, Vollmer used her critical awareness of Cold War ideological strategies to 
her advantage. Despite her many moves with Burroughs, Vollmer hardly can be 
considered a female Beat “on the road.” Yet, unlike many of her domestically-situated 
peers, Vollmer’s home spaces challenged and subverted Containment. Moreover, her 
keen awareness of hegemonic strategies and her transgressive spaces define Vollmer’s 
contribution to the Beat Generation. In fact, as Brenda Knight has pointed out, Vollmer 
was central to the forming movement: “There is no denying…that Joan hastened the new 
consciousness that the Beats espoused in her short time with them. Joan was not an artist 
or writer, but Bill and others credit her with being a powerful inspiration for their work" 
(49).  
Not only did Vollmer serve as an inspiration for Beat ideas, but also she provided 




domestic sphere, in these spaces she offered room for the Beats to develop their aesthetic 
and ethos. From 1942 through 1946, her New York apartments attracted a crowd of 
writers, philosophers, and criminals. According to Knight and others like Bill Morgan, 
such spaces bore the tone of bohemian salons (Knight 51; B. Morgan qtd. in Kerouac-
Parker 19). Vollmer exists, then, in a lineage of female-run avant-garde salons. Just as 
she helps position the Beats in a back-reaching literary history, her subversive domestic 
spaces also look forward, anticipating aspects of the counterculture that would follow. 
From 1946 through 1951, when Vollmer, Burroughs, and their children moved to other 
parts of the U.S. and Mexico, Vollmer’s spaces began to take the shape of intentional 
communities—the same sort of communes that would thrive in the 1960s and 1970s 
countercultures. Ultimately, by transgressing Containment strategies, Vollmer becomes 
one of the earliest and most influential figures of the Beat Generation, situating them in a 
bohemian genealogy, and contributing to the lasting aesthetic and ethotic legacy of the 
Beats. 
Pathologizing the Beats: Vollmer and the Spaces of Cold War Paranoia 
Exactly three years following her release from Bellevue Hospital, Vollmer wrote 
to Allen Ginsberg, hearing of his hospitalization at the Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric 
Institute. Ginsberg had agreed to institutionalization in lieu of jail time, repercussions he 
faced for having stored stolen goods in his apartment (Raskin 88-92). Vollmer found 
herself committed for the second time in 1946 after authorities discovered her incoherent, 
sitting on the sidewalk with her infant daughter Julie. She was admitted and treated for  
“acute amphetamine psychosis”; according to Neal Cassady biographers David 




(75). Vollmer spent ten days in the hospital, all the while trying to convince doctors of 
her stability. She spoke to doctors about the junkies who congregated at 103rd Street; but 
doctors assumed her claims were further indication of her mental illness. When she 
finally persuaded her caretakers to call the same detectives behind William Burroughs’s 
arrest, her claims were confirmed (T. Morgan 132). Yet only when Burroughs went to 
retrieve Vollmer himself did the hospital release her.  
 
Figure 1: Vollmer’s Letter to Ginsberg 
 
In her letter to Ginsberg, Vollmer writes, “I was not much surprised to hear of 




anniversary of my departure from Bellevue) that anyone who doesn’t blow his top once is 
no damn good.” After all, she writes him, “I’d rather be on the outside looking in, than on 
the inside looking out” (Vollmer). Here, Vollmer speaks as a Containment subject who, 
at the same time, exhibits keen skepticism over the pathologizing mechanism of 
hegemony and the definitions of normativity and deviance it purports. This skepticism  
would serve in her ability to negotiate cultural restrictions: By navigating the system to 
her advantage, Vollmer granted herself greater mobility and access as an outsider looking 
in. 
By the time of Ginsberg’s hospitalization in 1949, Vollmer was all too familiar 
with Containment’s use of psychology as a means for social control. Her hospitalization 
in 1946 followed an earlier encounter with Bellevue that occurred four years before, 
when she intentionally got herself committed. Even by 1942, midway through World War 
II, Vollmer had long known the power that patriarchy wielded, and she had begun to 
recognize mental health as a mechanism of hegemony. While living in New York, she 
realized that marriage would offer her more freedom than she could have as a single 
woman. By marrying Paul Adams, who spent most of their marriage stationed in 
Tennessee, Vollmer could enjoy the privileges of marriage without the limitations that 
their cohabitation would have meant. This long distance arrangement also allowed 
Vollmer to supplement her stipend from Barnard with Adams’s allotment checks 
(Kerouac-Parker 75). When she discovered that she had become pregnant by a Columbia 
student with whom she was having an affair, she decided to use certain strategies of 
Containment to her own advantage. Vollmer devised a plan to get herself committed to 




pulling her hair in the rain. Police took her to Bellevue, where her release would require 
her husband’s authority (T. Morgan 94). The hegemony, then, had strict spatial 
significations. A person of questionable mental health could not behave suspiciously in 
public; even walking along the gutter in the rain was conspicuous enough to warrant 
institutionalization. Moreover, Vollmer’s plan lays bare patriarchy’s control over spaces. 
As far as a woman’s autonomy was concerned, her husband would have to sign for her 
release. 
However, these are exactly the restrictions Vollmer had been counting on. When 
seven months later, in early 1943, Vollmer gave birth to her first child Julie, she 
convinced Adams that conception occurred during his leave (T. Morgan 94).Following 
World War II, as Containment became the prevailing hegemonic narrative, psychology as 
a tool for social control only gained stronger hold. This strategy manifested in several 
ways. Paranoia and pathologization, for instance, pervaded Containment rhetoric. 
Richard Hofstadter’s 1963 essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics” identified 
the trend that shaped U.S. discourse throughout the long 1950s. Hofstadter writes, “I call 
it paranoid style simply because no other word adequately evokes the sense of heated 
exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy that I have in mind” (77). 
Hofstadter employs the “clinical term” not meaning to diagnose any figure of whom he 
speaks. Rather, “It is the use of paranoid modes of expression by more or less normal 
people that makes the phenomenon significant” (77).  
Later scholars would also refer to Hofstadter’s “paranoia,” as the “hysteria,” or 
“great fear” prevalent in the culture of the 1950s. But the paranoid style of American 




from the horrors of World War II, Americans knew better now the gruesome if not 
apocalyptic potential of the modern world. This knowledge bolstered the power of 
America’s official anti-Communist crusade. However, aspects of this campaign—both 
official and unofficial—were directed back upon Americans themselves. Although the 
Red Scare would gain momentum after 1950, by the late 1940s, several events had 
already begun to promote fear in the public. With Truman’s “Federal Employees Loyalty 
Program” and with House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) made permanent, 
for instance, a climate of suspicion spilled down from the highest places in the country. 
 The popularization of psychology and psychotherapy offered assistance in 
“protecting” the nation from those who threatened national security. Bruce A. 
McConachie’s American Theater in the Culture of the Cold War: Producing and 
Contesting Containment, 1947-1962 enlightens the relationship between militarized 
containment policies, a national Containment culture, and psychology in the U.S. In 1946, 
Truman signed the National Mental Health Act, increasing federal funding to the Mental 
Hygiene Division of the Public Health Service and providing, for the first time, funding 
to certain mental health associations (62). The National Security Act of 1947 “joined 
psychological manipulation to national security by allowing the government to 
propagandize its own citizens…facilitat[ing] a linkage between the militarization and the 
‘psychologization’ of the nation” (57). Psychology would weed out the “deviants,” using  
“case studies, surveys, and interviews” to promote patriotism as the norm (57-62). In 
particular, “ego psychology,” the trend du jour, promoted the conformism that maintained 
Containment throughout U.S. society. As McConachie explains, “ego psychology held 




social conformity was the key to psychological success” (62).  This brand of psychology 
guided the training of new psychiatrists in New York City, giving the “positive valuation 
of conformity…great influence on the national practice of psychoanalysis in the 1950s” 
(62). From its place in official measures to its cultural presence, then, psychology had 
become a tool of c/Containment.  
According to popular psychological theory, the socially rebellious and politically 
critical Beats were a deviant population. Many of their behaviors and beliefs went against 
conformist ideals. In the end, the psychologization of the nation prevailingly meant the 
pathologization of the Beats. The Beats—already dubious of Containment spaces like the 
suburban home and the corporate office—had additional Containment spaces to contend 
with. Public display of their “deviant” behavior could land them in the nearest psychiatric 
facility. 
On September 30, 1947, Vollmer traveled to New York City by train with her two 
children—Julie and her newborn William, Jr. Burroughs had arranged to pick them up 
upon their arrival. As the three waited for Burroughs to appear, Vollmer met the 
suspicion of nearby officials. Believing that she meant to abandon her children at the 
station, the authorities took Vollmer into custody and admitted her to Bellevue once again. 
For hours, she attempted to convince her custodians of her stable mental state. Finally, 
when Vollmer mentioned that her husband was a member of the University Club, the 
authorities promptly released her (Nicosia 258).  Cassady describes the event to Kerouac: 
“[W]e found [Vollmer] that afternoon, she told us that, ah, that they'd picked her up in 
the--in the railroad train, practically when she got off the train almost as though they were 




there for an hour or two, three, four hours” (Kerouac, Visions 238). With his particular 
flourish, Cassady relates the culmination of Vollmer’s detainment: “[S]he was talking to 
the attendant…and she said 'Well, my husband of course belongs to the University Club,' 
and he said 'Wha, what, what? Well? What? the University Club well, well my!' and he 
conferred with his colleague you know, and he said 'Well Mrs….Mrs. ah [Burroughs], ah, 
we're very sorry that all this happened, where could our driver take you?'” (238).  
 Once again, Vollmer faced the gendered, spatial, and psychological strategies of 
Containment. Alerting officials through her deviant performance of proper Cold War 
maternity and womanhood, she was removed from the public sphere and ushered into a 
private institutional space of surveillance. Only when she exhibited access to power—
appealing to patriarchy and class status by mentioning her husband’s membership to the 
University Club—did the authorities apologize for stopping her. 
 Vollmer’s apparent deviance may have owed to her excessive Benzedrine use 
which, in fact, compounded the paranoid climate Vollmer encountered. That is to say, 
Vollmer’s heavy amphetamine intake exacerbated her paranoia—a condition widespread 
even among non-addicts in the Containment era. In her apartment on 115th Street, for 
instance, Vollmer began to show signs of amphetamine psychosis, plagued by 
hallucinations and intense paranoia. When Vollmer warned the rest of the apartment 
dwellers that she could hear the couple in the unit below, they attributed it to her keen 
senses and became interested in the ongoing drama. According to Vollmer, the couple 
complained of the goings-on in the Beat apartment. Vollmer could hear their accusations: 
They called her a whore, determined that she was unpatriotic, expressed suspicion of the 




neighbors discuss calling the police on the Beat circle. Vollmer could also hear the 
couple caught up in their own marital issues. They had screaming arguments over sex and 
seemed to grow more resentful toward one another (Nicosia 154). Vollmer would listen 
to the bickering, hostile neighbors and report back to the curious Beats, repeating 
conversations she’d overheard with painstaking detail. The tension grew for five months 
until Vollmer worried that the fighting had become violent, believing that she heard the 
husband chasing his wife with a knife (Nicosia 154). Ginsberg and Kerouac rushed to the 
neighbors’ apartment to prevent what they believed to be an imminent murder. They 
pounded on the door until eventually, after no answer and no sound, they realized that no 
one had been there all along. Instead, the months of the neighbors’ suspicions and 
fighting had been part of Vollmer’s Benzedrine hallucinations (Nicosia 154).1 While 
certainly Vollmer’s heavy drug use contributed to her delusions, her hallucinations reveal 
a Containment paranoia. The “neighbors” were suspicious of the very things that made 
the Beats deviants in society. Accordingly, her paranoia stemmed from feeling targeted 
within her culture. 
 Other of Vollmer’s amphetamine-induced hallucinations reflect her Containment 
paranoia. While in Texas, Vollmer and Herbert Huncke’s Benzedrine use spurred shared 
hallucinations. The two believed that they could see “small white filaments coming out of 
their skin, living organisms like tiny worms” (T. Morgan 138). For Vollmer, this was 
further evidence of an atomic disease theory that she had begun to develop in New York. 
                                                
1 The transcript of Ginsberg’s recollection of these events is printed in William S. 




Their white filaments only confirmed what she feared: that “atomic contamination was 
spreading everywhere” (T. Morgan 138).  
Vollmer’s amphetamine addiction intensified her paranoia, but the manifestation 
of her condition indicated Containment preoccupations. At the same time, though, as 
indicated in her letter to Ginsberg, Vollmer came to realize that such concerns set her 
apart from the dominant culture. Her symptoms presented as a critique of Containment 
strategies, which in clearer moments, she had perception enough to manipulate. Moreover, 
despite the extremity of her condition, her ideas contributed to the Beats’ signature 
condemnation of society’s ills. Paranoia featured centrally as a theme in Burroughs’s 
work, which even exhibited elements of Vollmer’s atomic theory.2 Ginsberg too howls 
against the paranoia that was perpetuated in Containment and that persecuted his peers. 
Kerouac’s first novel, The Town and the City, relies on the scene at Vollmer’s 
New York apartment to set the tone, and reveals through its Vollmer-inspired character, 
Mary Dennison, the real influence the she had on the Beats’ worldview. Kerouac 
describes the space as a “madhouse,” “mad day and night,” “a marvelous sight,” “more 
than marvelous” (372). In another scene, the Ginsberg character Levinsky discusses 
Vollmer’s “atomic disease theory.” Levinsky explains that what Mary Dennison has to 
say about the world, “about everybody falling apart, about everybody clawing 
aggressively at one another in one grand finale of our glorious culture, about the madness 
in high places and the insane disorganized stupidity of the people who let themselves be 
told what to do and what to think by charlatans--all that is true!” (375). Mary also has 
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insight into some of society’s complex post-atomic bureaucracy: “All the advertising men 
who dream up unreal bugaboos for people to flee from, like B.O. or if you don't have 
such-and-such a color to your wash you're an outcast from society” (375). Finally, for 
Levinsky, the weight and veracity of this theory establishes Mary’s primacy over even 
the Burroughs-inspired character: “All the horror that Mary Dennison sees, and 
incidentally participates in--and there's more horror in that girl and in her view of the 
clawing world than Dennison himself ever dreamed in his great heroic moments” (375). 
With Ginsberg’s character as her mouthpiece, Vollmer aptly comments on a competitive, 
individualist culture, driven by cunning marketeers who encourage the public to consume 
unnecessary products to meet their invented needs. Moreover, Vollmer’s theory is framed 
within a larger cultural phenomenon, the atomic era, about which she maintains 
noteworthy critical awareness. Furthermore, Levinksy’s speech reveals that Kerouac, and 
perhaps Ginsberg too, hold Vollmer’s intellect in high esteem; as expressed through 
Levinsky’s monologue, Kerouac feels that Vollmer’s theory exhibits a keenness 
surpassing that of both men’s mentor, Burroughs.  
Vollmer’s perceptive paranoia also sets the tone for the Algiers, New Orleans 
episode of Kerouac’s On the Road. Here, he translates Vollmer’s paranoia into the gothic 
elements of the novel, along with an otherworldliness and sense of foreboding that 
saturates the section.3 As Kerouac recounts in On the Road, they were greeted by the 
Vollmer character, Jane, who stepped onto the porch, looked up at the sky, and asked 
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what was burning. “You mean the sun?” Sal asks (133). From this ominous greeting—the 
fire that only Jane sees blazing in the sky, the sirens only Jane hears upon their arrival—
to unusual experiences during a trip to the races, the visit in Algiers brings up again and 
again an air of portent. When Sal and Bull (Burroughs) leave for the race track, for 
instance, Kerouac writes, "Strange to say, too, that night we crossed the ferry with Bull 
Lee a girl committed suicide off the deck; either just before or just after us; we saw it in 
the paper the next day" (137). Once at the races, the supernatural continues. Sal has a 
feeling about a horse named “Big Pop,” who strangely reminds him of his deceased 
father. Bull disregards Sal’s intuition and puts money on another horse. When Big Pop 
wins, Bull regrets not paying attention to Sal’s vision. According to Bull, humankind is in 
contact with the “dead and the other world” and one day they will realize it (143).  
Kerouac’s work reveals the depth at which the early Beats were touched by 
Vollmer’s ideas as well as her keen awareness. Her paranoid perspective accurately 
condemns Containment society, and later, predicts the paranormal in Algiers. Not only 
does Vollmer offer to Beats her critical perspective, as these examples by Kerouac 
indicate, Vollmer also presides over the spaces where such ideas can take shape and 
spread. From her atomic theory spouted in New York to her prophetic utterances in 
Algiers, Vollmer provides space for the Beats to explore their anti-Containment ethos. 
Beat Salons and Communes: Resisting Containment by Creating Spaces 
 Just as Vollmer exploited and critiqued mechanisms of Cold War ideological 
control, she also transformed spaces and environments where she and the Beats could 
flourish against a Containment backdrop. So spatially policed by Containment, Vollmer 




disempowerment, and turned it into a space where she could exert influence and control. 
Particularly, during the early days of Beat life in Vollmer’s New York apartments, 
Vollmer became host to the Beat salon. 
 Despite the relative diversity of writing style and personal philosophy among the 
Beats, the ideas, encounters, and connections developed at Vollmer’s apartment set the 
stage for classifying such distinct writers as Kerouac, Ginsberg and Burroughs as a Beat 
Generation. The Beat “New Vision” that Vollmer’s all night talkathons helped to spark 
produced the basis of the founding Beats’ aesthetics. The gang would trade reading lists 
and engage in discussions ranging from art and literature to philosophy and anthropology 
(B. Morgan 10). The ideas they began to formulate here became the basis for what they 
called “the New Vision,” a “theory of truth and love achievable only through art” (B. 
Morgan 10). 
Such ideas then spread outward from the center—from Vollmer’s 118th Street 
apartment and later from her space on 115th Street. Vollmer’s apartments were the loci of 
the Beats, where ideas could then foment and diffuse to other writers, artists, and hustlers 
of the scene. Thus, it was as much this space and its host as any other concurrent 
phenomenon that inspired the Beat Generation. Several scholars making similar 
observations have referred to this setting as Vollmer’s Beat “salon.” In the anthology, 
Women of the Beat Generation Knight makes passing reference to Vollmer’s “salon” (50, 
51, 77), as do Burroughs scholars Oliver Harris and Rob Johnson (34; 11). In 
Subterranean Kerouac, Ellis Amburn goes so far as to refer to Vollmer as the Beat 
Generation’s “Madame de Staël, if not its Gertrude Stein” (79). Such a description suits 




importantly, though, to recognize the activities at 115th Street as a salon and Vollmer as 
the salonnières highlights a critical link Vollmer serves in the historical lineage of salons 
and, in particular, within a narrative of culture-shaping and avant-garde salons led by 
women. 
Historically, women-led salons, like the one Vollmer enabled, have been pivotal 
in community formation. From the Republic of letters to twentieth century bohemia, 
women have played an essential role in the development of salon culture across eras and 
cities. Such spaces provided for those alternative communities room to develop 
philosophies and aesthetics, and supported members of those communities in their artistic 
and intellectual work. In the Left Bank community in the Belle Époque, for instance, 
Edith Wharton saw in salons the potential for “stimulating conversation” (Benstock 68), 
whereas Natalie Clifford Barney tried to foster togetherness and artistic endeavor 
(Benstock 15). Gertrude Stein held an informal salon at rue de Fleurus, allowing entry to 
“anyone interested in modern art” and rejecting the requisites of “social credentials” that 
many other salonnières enforced (Benstock 85). Although difficult to quantify, the impact 
of spaces such as Wharton’s, Barney’s, or Stein’s was profound for the development of 
modernism. As Jayne Marek explains of such salons, “[They] provided a focused forum 
that accelerated the social processing of new ideas in circulation at the time. For an 
experimental author, friendly discussion groups such as salons often provided the only 




methods” (“Magazines” 64). The community, conversation, and critique, in other words, 
helped ideas and aesthetic take form in subsequent writing and art.4 
Not only in France’s Left Bank, but also in bohemian communities of the U.S., 
salons proved essential for experimentation. Such space for trying out new ideas paved 
the way for innovation in art and writing. Salonnières like Louise Arensberg along with 
her husband Walter, used their apartment-cum-salon to advance the burgeoning New 
York dada movement. For Stephen Voyce, their salon stands as the most “most important” 
of New York’s early 20th century, measured according to its “long-range impact on 
cultural history” (628). Voyce, author of “'Make the World Your Salon': Poetry and 
Community at the Arensberg Apartment,” argues, “It is not simply that a social history of 
its participants and conventions affords an explanation of the conditions under which 
modernist poets create literature; rather, the social space of the salon is a constitutive 
element of a communally constructed artistic practice” (643). In other words, more than 
the location at which innovation takes place, the salon is the space that fosters the 
development of aesthetics and techniques. 
Such achievements, though, are not easily attained. More than simply providing a 
hangout when the need arises, for Marek, women salonnières needed to have an 
“accessible location” and “networks and connections that would reliably bring in 
interesting people”; they needed to be “good listeners” and “the kind of people who 
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“Magazines, Presses, and Salons in Women’s Modernism” in editor Maren Tova Linett’s 
Modernist Women Writers. Marek traces developments in modernism from conversations 




wished to help others make the most of their ideas, whether this meant providing an 
introduction…even providing meals and shelter at times” (65).  
In the case of Joan Vollmer, cultivating the early Beat movement, providing the 
space where community could come together in conversation to embody and articulate 
new ideas for living and creating, went beyond those items Marek outlines, however. 
Situated between Columbia University’s Hartley Hall and Livingstone Hall dormitories 
(Charters and Charters 35), Vollmer’s apartment at 115th Street symbolized a space apart 
from the academy, its American empirical mode of thought and its Containment 
standards of behavior. (Ginsberg had, after all, been suspended for scribbling obscenities 
in the dust of his window in Hartley Hall and for allowing Kerouac to sleep over there.) 
Moreover, in representing a space apart from traditional institutions, Vollmer’s apartment 
drew from a network of individuals that felt alienated and restrained by and similarly 
responded to the dominant culture. Finally, Vollmer exhibited the personal qualities of a 
successful salonnière. As Huncke reflects in his remarks on Vollmer’s ability to 
transcend and smooth social boundaries that typically would divide the intellectual from 
the hustler, “She was an observer, but invariably her remarks never failed to start action 
of some kind. And she took to the underworld types like a natural, too” (74).   
The group that Vollmer assembled around her 419 West 115th Street apartment 
included this variety of intellectual and social outsiders. Soon after Vollmer took the six-
bedroom space, Kerouac and Edie Parker moved in, followed by Ginsberg and Burroughs, 
as well. To make ends meet, Vollmer rented to a Denver-born Columbia anthropology 
student, Haldon “Hal” Chase. Celine Young, girlfriend of Lucien Carr—who was in 




sex worker who taught the Beats how to use over-the-counter Benzedrine inhalers as 
stimulants also frequented the apartment (Nicosia 135-6). Sanderson and Vickers 
describe the other habitués of the 115th Street apartment including Huncke, a “bisexual 
thief and junkie and self-appointed authority on New York’s emergent counterculture,” as 
well as Bill Cannastra “an Ivy League dropout and prince of excess given to spectacular 
drunkenness and acts of self abuse” (64). 
Kerouac portrayed the setting in Vanity of Duluoz as a “year of low, evil 
decadence” (259). He writes, “Not only the drugs, the morphine, the marijuana, the 
horrible Benzedrine we used to take…., but the characters we got to know…, and worst 
of all, on June’s huge doublebed the Oriental drape cover on it we had ample room for 
sometimes six of us to sprawl with coffee cups and ashtrays and discuss the decadence of 
the ‘bourgeoisie’ for days on end” (Vanity 259). Despite the bleak picture that Kerouac 
paints, however, according to Chase, Kerouac would spend the rest of his writing career 
trying to capture the spirit of the wild and ceaseless conversations that occurred at 419 
West 115th Street (T. Morgan 96). 
Certainly, the freedom of such conversations finds a parallel in Kerouac’s 
signature spontaneous style—his long line and stream-of-consciousness techniques, for 
instance. Moreover, the content and context of these exchanges find their way into 
Kerouac’s subterranean settings and gritty, bohemian themes. From his first published 
novel, The Town in the City, to the last novel published during Kerouac’s life, The Vanity 
of Dulouz, the influence of Vollmer’s salon can be observed in Kerouac’s writing. 
Moreover, Visions of Cody, published in 1972, similarly incorporates not just Kerouac’s 




transcripts of conversations in which Kerouac takes part. Such transcripts suggest that 
Kerouac finds purity and authenticity in conversation that prose translation cannot 
capture; perhaps a philosophy set into motion in Vollmer’s huge double bed.   
 One of the most influential evenings at Vollmer’s salon has become referred to 
by the Beats and their biographers as “The Night of the Wolfeans,” taking place in 
November 1945. This conversation started among the Benzedrine-buzzed participants 
who were strewn about the bedroom and divided the group into two camps: the Wolfeans 
and Non-Wolfeans. The Wolfeans, notably Kerouac and Chase, aligned themselves with 
Thomas Wolfe and were romantic traditionalists inspired by the American spirit. The 
Non-Wolfeans, notably Ginsberg and Burroughs, sided with the French symbolists and 
looked to non-American influences, the “cosmopolitan, sacerdotal Old World” (Watson 
53), the “bitter reality of Gide and Rimbaud” (B. Morgan 16). 
According to Ginsberg biographer Bill Morgan, these conversations in Vollmer’s 
apartment—and in particular the Night of the Wolfeans—had a marked impact on both 
Ginsberg and Burroughs and their writing. For Ginsberg, this discussion propelled him 
away from the style of poetry he had been writing—“derivative of the academic poetry he 
had been studying in class”(B. Morgan 16)—and encouraged him to apply the New 
Vision philosophy to his work. After the Night of the Wolfeans, Ginsberg wrote the epic 
poem, “The Last Voyage,” twelve pages of rhyming couplets which, as Michael 
Schumacher notes, results in a “confusing narrative of the struggle to survive and to 
present a newly awakened sense of reality to the reader” (29). In this early poem 
Ginsberg seems to be the voyager—traversing the tension between his still-forming 




Discussions at Vollmer’s 115th Street apartment also inspired Burroughs to try 
once more at writing. Having abandoned his only attempt at writing a book years earlier, 
Burroughs came together with Kerouac to pen And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their 
Tanks. The collaborative effort involved the two authors alternating chapters and 
narrative perspective to tell the story of David Kammerer’s love for and death by Lucien 
Carr. Hippos was not published until 2008—over half a century after its composition—
because Burroughs rightfully felt the project was “not a distinguished work” (qtd. in 
Birmingham). As Jed Birmingham explores in the web project RealityStudio, while 
Hippos certainly cannot compete with Burroughs’s more mature work, the book 
nonetheless does hold significance within Burroughs’s oeuvre and the larger Beat style of 
writing. First, Burroughs deals in Hippos in subject matter and style that he would revisit 
in subsequent writing, like Junkie and Queer. Namely, he writes of the criminal 
underworld, forays into drugs use, homosexuality, and sexual obsession. And the style 
reflects his later reworking of the noir novel. Furthermore, the composition method 
anticipates some of the techniques that would mark Burroughs’s 1960s style throughout 
The Nova Trilogy. Only after Brion Gysin introduced him to the cut up technique did 
Burroughs fully engage in what would be come his signature method; however, Hippos 
demonstrates the collaborative creative process that became useful to his development. In 
fact, the book’s title, And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks, was taken from a line 
in a news broadcast Burroughs overheard while writing. The removal and 
decontextualization/ recontextualization of a fragment of text anticipates his later practice 
of randomly assembling cut up pieces of text as a composition method.5 
                                                




Vollmer’s moment in the heyday of New York’s budding Beat Generation did not 
last long, however. Following an arrest for using a forged prescription to obtain narcotics, 
Burroughs was transferred to his parents’ care in St. Louis, Missouri. Shortly thereafter, 
Vollmer’s own foray into heavy drug use landed her in trouble, as well. Vollmer, found 
incoherent on the sidewalk, was taken to Bellevue Hospital for a period of ten days. 
When Burroughs heard of Vollmer’s situation, he traveled back to New York to secure 
her release. Burroughs took Vollmer with him to New Waverly, Texas, where they 
purchased a ninety-nine-acre farm—space where Burroughs could develop his marijuana 
cash crop. Both Vollmer and Burroughs saw this move to Texas as a way to reinvent 
themselves. For Vollmer it was a chance to start over and find a sort of simplicity 
unavailable to her in New York. Vollmer brought Julie to their new life in Texas and at 
the same time discovered that she was pregnant with another child. Soon the space began 
to populate just as it had in New York. 
The bohemian family invited their former New York acquaintances down for 
company and to help with the marijuana crop. Vollmer sent fifty dollars to New York so 
that Huncke could take a train to Texas and aid with the harvest. Soon, Ginsberg and 
Cassady joined them, as well. The arrival of these friends shifted the tone of the house, 
turning another of Vollmer’s spaces from traditional to transgressive. Like her apartments 
in New York, the farm space in Texas inspired her visitors. This time, however, living 
and working on the farm together, the earlier salon began to resemble an intentional 
community.  
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The commune has a long history in the United States. As Iaacov Oved writes, 
“Since 1735, there has been a continuous and unbroken existence of communes in the 
United States” (3). Moreover, the communal impulse runs through many of the 
philosophical and social movements that influenced the Beats. Writers and artists across 
centuries considered intentional communities as a space where labor and economics 
could be shared, leaving members more time for literary and artistic undertakings. The 
Romantics—who offered the Beats models of writing with emphases on nature, emotion, 
and the sublime—showed interest in communal arrangements. Although never realized, 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Robert Southey, for instance, made plans to develop a 
commune on the banks of the Susquehanna River. Coleridge scholar Robert Holmes 
points to an early communal apartment shared by Coleridge, Southey, and Thomas 
Burnett as the first inspiration for the Pennsylvania settlement (88).  The 
Transcendentalists—who influenced the Beats through their attention on, among other 
interests, Asian spiritualism—attempted several communal experiments. Brook Farm, for 
instance, started by George and Sophia Ripley in 1841, accommodated Nathanial 
Hawthorne as well as visitors Margaret Fuller and Ralph Waldo Emerson. (Opinions of 
Brook Farm varied from person to person and over time.) Later, Mabel Dodge Luhan 
shaped her Taos, New Mexico home into a writer’s colony, hosting figures like Georgia 
O’Keeffe and D. H. Lawrence. Her home provides a direct link to communes of the 
counterculture. By the late 1960s, communes had begun to populate Taos. The New 
Buffalo community inspired Iris Keltz’s Scrapbook of a Taos Hippie. In 1969, Denis 




Years before the Texas farm, Vollmer, Parker, and Kerouac had experimented 
with communal living. At their 420 W. 119th Street apartment, they pooled economic 
resources and divided labor, with allowances for Kerouac’s writing pursuits. He worked 
part time in Columbia’s dining hall, while Parker got a job as a longshore worker and 
Vollmer stuffed envelopes and edited student papers for income (Kerouac-Parker 93). For 
Timothy Miller, scholar of 1960s communes, such arrangements herald the 
countercultural boom in communal experiments.  
Certainly, with a presence predating the formal establishment of the United States, 
the counterculture communes of the 1960s have long historical precedent. However, for 
Miller, the 1960s communes have direct roots in the lifestyle of the Beats before them. 
For him, “it was the earliest communes that helped create the hippies. Although 
communes were indeed founded by hippies who fled the cities, they were johnnies-come-
lately to the 1960s communal scene” (Miller 2). The communal scene, according the 
Miller, could already be found occurring among bohemians—and particularly, among the 
Beats in the 1950s. For Miller, the Beats were the “most important harbinger” of social 
shifts in the 1960s. Miller writes, "The beats, more than any other identifiable grouping, 
pointed alternative culture in new directions that would soon be embraced on a much 
wider scale” (5). Miller calls the Beats an “alienated crowd, skeptical of the pursuit of 
money, of traditional family life, of the American way of life itself”—all sentiments 
linking these long 1950s bohemians and the counter culture of the 1960s (3-4).  
These sentiments carry over between Beats and their ideas for communal living. 
In a 1948 exchange between Cassady and Kerouac, the two outline plans for a ranch 




like-minded peers where simplicity would supersede financial ends and a large, extended 
family would replace the conventional American nuclear family.  The summer after 
Cassady’s visit to the Texas farm, he began making plans to develop the commune. 
Cassady wrote: 
I envision Holmes, one Bill Tomson and, depending again, one Allen 
G[insberg], grubbing, scrubbing to aid, for they come in as they wish. No 
hard and fast, naturally, rules or obligations or expectancies or any such 
bourgoise [sic] strains in our veins toward hem. The nucleus of the family 
then (financially, wholeheartedly): you, your mother, [Kerouac’s sister, 
brother-in-law and son], me, Carolyn and our offspring (and your wife?). 
That totals 8 or 9, all living, striving. First cousins to our family, then, will 
be (as they wish from one week to one year) your great [George Apostolos, 
Kerouac’s childhood friend]…Allen, Holmes, Tomson…Huncke. This 
may seem to be becoming a bit overdone…but I do love [Burroughs] and 
Joan so much you know…So, that’s another 9 counting Julie and Bill 
junior. (Collected 84) 
While the commune Cassady envisioned after the Texas farm never came to 
fruition, many of Vollmer and Burroughs’s Beat visitors would go on to be active 
members, even originators, of some of the 1960s’ most influential communes. Neal 
Cassady famously involved himself with communes of Ken Kesey and the Merry 
Pranksters, particularly the mobile commune, Further. Additionally, after leaving the free 
love Kerista commune, Allen Ginsberg bought his own farm in upstate New York. At his 




composed the music to William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, tuned by 
Allen Ginsberg. Ginsberg’s farm also hosted several visitors including Peter Orlovsky, 
Gregory Corso, Robert Creeley, Herbert Huncke, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Ray Bremser, 
Brenda Frazer, and Gary Snyder (Ball 58). Even Kerouac, notoriously disapproving of 
the 1960s counterculture, had considered communal experiments throughout his life. He 
and his close childhood friend Sebastian Sampas exchanged letters about a commune 
reminiscent of Brook Farm (Amburn 68). Later, in Dharma Bums, Kerouac extols the 
communal arrangement of the Monahan family. He writes, “If the Dharma Bums ever get 
lay brothers in America who live normal lives with wives and children and homes, they 
will be like Sean Monahan” (161). Later figures who made the chronological shift from 
Beat to 1960s counterculture would carry on the communal tradition, as well. Women, 
too, like Diane Di Prima and Joanna McClure lived in various communes on both coasts. 
From salon to commune, then, Vollmer helped shape the shift between the Beats 
and the bohemian countercultures that preceded and followed them. On the one hand, her 
salon spaces reach back to a bohemian literary and artistic tradition; and on the other the 
pre-sixties Texas farm anticipates the communal impulse of the 1960s and 1970s 
counterculture.6 Ultimately, her refusal and revision of Containment spaces not only gave 
room for Beat ideas and connections to foment, but also she helped prepare the transition 
from an alternative 1950s way of life to the counterculture of the 1960s.  
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Conclusion: Vollmer’s Afterlife Legacy 
Following an arrest for possession of narcotics in 1949, Burroughs moved his 
family to Mexico City to evade jail time. Less than two years later, on September 6, 1951, 
Vollmer died by a fatal gunshot wound to her head. Burroughs had pulled the trigger. 
James Grauerholz reports on Vollmer’s death in his extensive investigation that includes 
interviews with those present at the time, those rumored to be present, and those who 
were friends with Joan and Bill while in Mexico. His findings were prepared for the Fifth 
Congress of the Americas. According to this report, Burroughs and Vollmer had gone to 
the apartment of a fellow expatriate, where a group had gathered and began drinking. As 
the evening wore on, Burroughs suggested Vollmer put a glass on the top of her head so 
he could prove his marksmanship. Vollmer complied, laughing, “I can’t look; you know I 
can’t stand the sight of blood” (Burroughs, Grauerholz, and Silverberg 42). Within 
moments, partygoers realized that the bullet had struck Vollmer’s forehead. Burroughs 
rushed to his wife’s side, the glass still in one piece spinning in circles on the floor, and 
called out her name again and again, in shock about what had happened (Grauerholz 33). 
Facing serious legal repercussions for his actions, at the advice of his lawyer, Burroughs 
altered his story regarding the shooting a number of times. Witnesses and those first to 
arrive at the scene changed their accounts, as well. In the end, Burroughs spent thirteen 
days in prison for his actions. When released on bail, Burroughs fled Mexico, thereby 
avoiding his two-year suspended homicide charge (Grauerholz 55). 
 The conflicting stories and controversial nature of the incident mean that the true 
circumstances surrounding Vollmer’s death may never be known. Moreover, the situation 




dangerous for women. A lack of reliable records, Burroughs’s own reticence, as well as 
his iconization in Beat and literary histories obscure aspects of Vollmer’s life in ways that 
cannot be corrected. However, recovering evidence of her influence on the Beat 
Generation helps repair silences surrounding Vollmer’s life and contribution to the 
burgeoning group. Vollmer’s philosophical influences come through in writings by 
Kerouac, Burroughs, and Ginsberg. She provided ideas for understanding their Cold War 
world and inspiration for addressing it. Moreover, in these and other men’s works, 
Vollmer’s social influence comes through. Her homes brought Beats together and linked 
this group within a trajectory of literary and alternative communities. Finally, even after 
her death, Vollmer’s influence persists. Writing by those closest to her in life only further 
confirms her legacy.  
Burroughs himself famously has acknowledged the role of Vollmer’s death on his 
own life and work. In a 1985 edition of Queer he provided an introduction in which he 
writes, 
I am forced to the appalling conclusion that I would never have become a 
writer but for Joan's death, and to a realization of the extent to which this 
event has motivated and formulated my writing. I live with the constant 
threat of possession, and a constant need to escape from possession, from 
Control. So the death of Joan brought me in contact with the invader, the 
Ugly Spirit, and maneuvered me into a lifelong struggle, in which I have 
no choice except to write my way out. (xi)  
According to interviews with Burroughs, and in particular, his interview with Ginsberg, 




manifested most clearly in Vollmer’s death. This idea was a truth in his belief system and 
it shaped his self-perception. When Ginsberg asks Burroughs to specify the origins and 
identity of the Ugly Spirit, Burroughs responds, “It’s very much related to the American 
tycoon. To William Randolph Hearst, Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, that whole stratum of 
American acquisitive evil. Monopolistic, acquisitive evil. Ugly evil. The ugly American. 
The ugly American at his ugly worst. That’s exactly what it is” (Burroughs, “Interview 
with Allen Ginsberg”).  
According to Ted Morgan, Vollmer’s death “unlocked Burroughs’ literary 
vocation” (213). He goes on to explain, “One form of atonement was a description of his 
demons, and one form of his defense against them was the written word. With Joan’s 
death, the strands of his life converged—his sense of disinheritance, his fears of 
alienation and possession, his need to articulate his disgust with the state of American 
society” (213). 
On the other hand, as James Grauerholz and others have pointed out, Vollmer’s 
death may not have been the singular force behind Burroughs’s urge to write. After all, 
Junkie was already well underway nearly a year before Vollmer’s death (61). 
Nonetheless, in Burroughs’s own self-imagining, Vollmer’s death is central to the 
formation of his identity, including his identity as a writer. While Burroughs’s attributes 
his career to Vollmer’s death, her significant presence in her husband’s life undoubtedly 
had an impact on his self and work, as well. From the conversations initiated at her early 
salons in New York, to their one-on-one discussions late at night in Texas, to their fatal 





 As Hal Chase once claimed, Kerouac would spend the rest of his life trying to 
recreate those all-night conversations held in Vollmer’s apartment, hoping to capture 
their truth and spontaneity on the page. In both Visions of Cody—written in the first part 
of the 1950s and published in 1972, and The Subterraneans—published in 1958—
Kerouac remembers Vollmer. Both reflect the unpremeditated stream of consciousness 
Kerouac strived for and found first in Vollmer’s salon. In Visions of Cody the uninhibited 
conversation becomes so important that he transcribes a conversation shared with 
Cassady, during which the two try to make deeper meaning of Vollmer’s death (202-205).  
In The Subterraneans, the Kerouac character Leo explores the “cosmonogy of the 
brain” (41). Leo realizes that in the grand scheme of Leo’s life and experiences, certain 
people may have “bigburn” importance, but those same figures are just ones among many 
who have a place in his mind as an important memory. In an uninterrupted flow Kerouac 
writes, 
…Charles Bernard, the vastness of the name in the cosmogony of my 
brain, a hero of…the Frisco-alone branch of it, Charles Bernard who'd 
been Jane's lover, Jane who'd been shot by Frank, Jane whom I'd lived 
with, Marie's best friend…the great epics almost here sounding phantom 
like and uninteresting if at all believable but the true position and bigburn 
importance of not only Charles but a good dozen others in the light rack of 
my brain…huge figure in the history of the night yes but only one among 
many…also the sudden gut joy of beer when the visions of great words in 




brain, so I lie in the dark also seeing also hearing the jargon of the future 
worlds… (41-2) 
In this realization, Kerouac lists Charles Bernard (the Columbia student with whom 
Vollmer had an affair), Frank (Burroughs), Jane (Vollmer), and Marie (Parker) as people 
who occupy an important space but who are but fragments in larger landscape of his 
experiences. Here, Vollmer is one among many, passing, and here, just one in the list of 
many who pop in his mind. However, her significance to the “cosmogony of his brain” 
proves to be more than momentary memories, but collected and accumulated in the 
“rhythmic order,” the “archangel book” that roars through his mind (42). As with 
Burroughs, for Kerouac, even after her death, Vollmer remains at the center of a 
metaphysical understanding of himself and the universe. 
Finally, Allen Ginsberg’s collection Reality Sandwiches, published in 1966, 
features the poem “Dream Record: June 8, 1955” in which the poet dreams of Vollmer. 
Ginsberg’s poem reflects how the events shaped him in a way that influenced his poetry. 
Back in Mexico City, the speaker sees “Joan Burroughs” with “face restored to a fine 
beauty / tequila and salt had made strange / before the bullet in her brow (ll. 9-11). Dream 
Joan asks Ginsberg how the others are doing—Burroughs and Kerouac and Huncke. (At a 
reading at Reed College in 1956, the poem also has Joan inquiring about Julie and Lucien, 
whose name becomes “Kenney” in the published version.) Until, “Then I knew / she was 
a dream” (ll. 24-25), and the speaker begins to ask questions: 
  --Joan, what kind of knowledge 
  have the dead? can you still love 




  What do you remember of us? (ll. 26-29) 
 And without answering, Joan “fades,” replaced by the image of her tombstone: 
  I saw her rain-stained tombstone 
  rear an illegible epitaph 
  under the gnarled branch of a small 
  tree in the wild grass 
  of an unvisited garden in Mexico. (ll. 32-35) 
In “Dream Record,” the ghost of Vollmer visits Ginsberg and asks after his Beat 
peers. Inspiring his dreams and compelling him to write, Vollmer shifts into the role of 
muse, perhaps as many of the male Beats had positioned her all along. Thus, Ginsberg’s 
poem arrives at the unfortunate gender inequality among the Beats. Even after death, the 
muse visits Ginsberg and asks after his Beat peers. Yet, as Ginsberg’s poem seems to ask, 
who visits the muse? 
Uncovering Vollmer’s presence in the Beat community and its writing helps 
restore the early female Beat to her rightful place in the generation’s history. More than 
the impact of her death, the influence of Vollmer during her lifetime made an indelible 
impression on the Beats. She subverted Containment and, in doing so, helped shape the 
Beat New Vision and provide space for that Vision to take hold. By providing the Beats 
with places to convene in their foundational days, Vollmer brought together figures like 
Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Carr, Huncke, Chase, and Cassady. Moreover, her keen 
mind encouraged ideas such as Kerouac’s spontaneous prose, Ginsberg’s inner voyage 
toward a vision, and Burroughs’s collaborative and experimental methods. Ultimately, 




works ranging from And the Hippos Were Boiled in their Tanks to Junkie, from Town and 
the City to Vanity of Duluoz, and from “The Last Voyage” to “Howl.” Through all of this, 
Vollmer acted as an important link in a number of histories. She not only stands 
alongside the tradition of women salonnières, but also she serves as a connection between 
the proto-communes of the Beats and the countercultural commune explosion of the 
1960s and 1970s. Perhaps most importantly, though, Vollmer proves her defining role in 




CHAPTER 3. CHAPTER TWO: INVENTING A NEW WAY:  
HETTIE JONES, BEAT WOMANHOOD, AND THE POETIC COMMUNITY 
The woman in the green car is driving too fast. 
.......................................................................................... 
           A wide, white truck and 
then on the far right an unlighted sign: Mamaroneck and 
she remembers 
having an argument with him, her boyfriend, he said 
when you grow up you’ll go to live in Mamaroneck 
with Marjorie Morningstar 
and she couldn’t envision it 
.......................................................................................... 
    and she 
        invented her own life, she said 
                  
---Hettie Jones, “The Woman in the Green Car” 
 
 
I think we were ready for some kind of protest against the 
horrors of the cold war, we were ready for an American 
statement in art, and we were ready to break open the very 
staid, very repressed atmosphere after the war….I wanted 
to invent a new way for a woman to be. After the Second 
World War women were sent back from the defense plants 
and sent away from any kind of meaningful role in 
society—“Leave it to the men.” And so the women were 
told to go home and pet their washing machines [emphasis 
added].  
             ---Hettie Jones, Generations, 120-121 
 
 
The Beat Generation—and specifically the female Beats—sought to “invent” 




Nearly forty years after her male Beat peers popularized going on the road as an 
expression of rebellion, in 1998, Hettie Jones published “The Woman in the Green Car.” 
Jones’s “woman” takes the wheel and speeds away from memories of a life she had 
escaped at a younger age. The subject recalls from decades before a boyfriend’s 
prediction that she would end up another “Marjorie Morningstar,” in reference to Herman 
Wouk’s character, a young Jewish woman from New York who, despite artistic 
aspirations, ends up a typical suburban wife. While living among the Beats, Jones did not 
become that housewife petting her washing machine; yet her flight from such a life also 
did not take place on the road. Rejecting the suburban ranch-style in favor of a Lower 
East Side apartment, Jones invented a life for herself where the home—rather than the 
road space—could be transgressive. From within her apartment, Jones challenged 
traditional notions of the domestic, modeled a different 1950s womanhood, and advanced 
an alternative poetic community.  
For the women of the Beat Generation, rejecting the norm while remaining 
restricted to the home reflects the implications of containment broader than confining 
communism abroad. Yet the lives of female Beats looked different from the domestic 
ideal—an image of the white, middle-class, suburban housewife who found fulfillment 
laboring over new kitchen appliances in service to her breadwinning husband and clean, 
well-adjusted children. In contrast, Beat women often took rooms of their own, casting 
off the patriarchal hold of parental control or marital subservience. Despite the tabooed 
nature of their choices, often these young women found urban apartments, meagerly 
financed with downtown jobs, so they could experience personal autonomy and sexual 




monogamy, and the nuclear and two-parent formula; instead embracing shared living 
situations, multiple partnerships, detachment and blended-family child rearing. Other 
female Beats revised the activities typical of a household: Rather than family-focused, 
Beat residences accommodated social gatherings and encouraged artistic production. 
Ultimately, refusing relegation to the domestic sphere, through such arrangements, 
women assumed central positions of power and found agency in their homes. Hettie 
Jones, specifically, reconstituted her living space as one of creativity and community by 
working from the kitchen as co-editor of the influential little magazine Yūgen. Despite 
being situated within the domestic, Jones exhibited a resistance to Containment norms 
that at once reflected and advanced the social and aesthetic Beat movement.  
Containment came to dominate U.S. culture—Beat lives on the road or at home 
included—after George Kennan, director of the Secretary of State’s policy planning staff, 
proposed a strategy of “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian 
expansive tendencies” (Part II). More than foreign policy, the basis of Kennan’s plan 
became the defining narrative of the Cold War era. As Alan Nadel explains in 
Containment Culture: American Narratives, Postmodernism, and the Atomic Age, “[T]he 
disparate acts performed in the name of these [containment] practices joined the legible 
agenda of American history as aspects of containment culture” (emphasis mine, 2-3), 
which encompassed the “containment of atomic secrets, of sexual license, of gender roles, 
of nuclear energy, and of artistic expression” (5). Nadel describes, moreover, that 
containment succeeded in developing from a political into a cultural force in large part 
due to the establishment and propagation of narrowly defined normativity, the “general 




portion of the population. It was a period…when ‘conformity’ became a positive value in 
and of itself” (4). With such broad reach and pervasive presence, Containment 
complicated the Beats’ lives, yet propelled their rebellion; by pushing them to the edge of 
society, containment encouraged their articulation of alternative lifestyles and aesthetic 
approaches. Furthermore, for the female Beats, specifically, Containment forced them to 
contend with few options for women in society, including strict definitions of femininity 
and closely regulated sexual expression.  
Elaine Tyler May’s Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, 
addresses 1950s womanhood and sexuality, exploring in particular the implications of the 
Containment atmosphere on the personal narratives of women and their families. 
According to May, “More than a metaphor for the cold war on the homefront, 
containment aptly describes the way in which public policy, personal behavior, and even 
political values were focused on the home” (xxv). With a focus on family and strict 
gender codes at the forefront of the domestic containment agenda, women became one of 
the primary groups to fall under scrutiny in this cultural climate. For women, following 
the dominant culture meant adhering to a certain domestic ideal. As Michael Davidson 
explains, this ideal called for the “subordination of women to housekeeping and 
childrearing roles” (176). Such standards for women occurred in the name of patriotic 
duty to the nation during the Cold War crisis. As May explains, “The implication, of 
course, was that self-supporting women were in some way un-American. Accordingly, 
anticommunist crusaders viewed women who did not conform to the domestic ideal with 
suspicion” (13). Ultimately, marriage and motherhood comprised a woman’s proper role; 




nuclear family underpinned the country’s success, and a well-behaved women ensured 
the smooth performance of this unit; pressure to toe the line was great. 
As Containment began to permeate the public and private spheres of daily life, 
going on the road, especially for the male Beats, became an appealing mode of rebellion. 
For women, this type of rebellion was more complicated. The female Beats pursued lives 
outside of containment’s grasp, yet could not fully evade its far reach; for this reason, 
many, including Hettie Jones, turned to a different kind of home life for recourse. 
Although in the 1950s women’s opportunities were limited and wrought with obstacle, 
female Beat rebellion occurred nonetheless; and their contributions to the Beat 
Generation took alternative shapes and reflect different perspectives than those male 
articulations that are frequently represented. Ultimately, their participation in and efforts 
toward the Beat aesthetic and ethos, in this case performed from the domestic sphere, 
serve as examples of the complex negotiation with rebellion against the Containment 
culture. 
For the female Beats, “inventing a new way” seemed a necessary act, and, often, 
they performed such deeds by reconstituting and revising their role in the home space. As 
Doreen Massey, author of Space, Place, and Gender explains, “From the symbolic 
meaning of spaces/places and the clearly gendered messages which they 
transmit…spaces and places are not only themselves gendered but, in their being so, they 
both reflect and affect the ways in which gender is constructed and understood” (179). 
For women affected by the Containment culture the home space was coded as “feminine.” 
This is not because the home is essentially feminine, but rather because it has been 




the home space designates that women belong there; neither the kitchen sink, nor the 
stove top range, nor the washing machine require a female operator. Instead, the culture 
has come to prescribe the home as the appropriate space for women. 
However, as Iris Marion Young argues, “Despite the oppressions and privileges 
the idea historically carries, the idea of home also carries critical liberating potential” 
(“House” 124). Women of color, for instance, have long recognized the home as a 
potential site from which to contest oppression. In fact, in her essay “Homeplace (a site 
of resistance),” bell hooks explains that for black women who resisted white domination 
by shaping their own home spaces, “It does not matter that sexism assigned them this role. 
It is more important that they took this conventional role and expanded it” (450). She 
points out that recent attempts to undermine the subversive potential of the homeplace 
into a “site of patriarchal domination,” the contemporary effort to depoliticize the 
homeplace, “has had negative impact on the construction of black female identity and 
political consciousness” (453). For hooks, this represents the continued supremacy of a 
white bourgeois standard that discounts other homeplace experiences (453). 
The homeplace experiences of women of color certainly diverge from those of the 
comparatively privileged women of the Beat Generation. Nonetheless, theories like 
hooks’s reveal the liberating potential of the household, instead of popular depictions that 
ignore such nuances and reinforce oppressions. Within the culture of Containment, the 
women of the Beat Generation faced those formulations of the home as a site only of 
female domesticity. However, by recasting their role in the home space and by revising 
its meaning, female Beats transformed the potential of their surroundings and of the Beat 




in a challenge to the “dominant form of gender definitions and gender relations” (2). In 
other words, refusing or revising the culturally specified construction of space can issue a 
challenge to the articulations of gender and gender relations there and have repercussions 
beyond the four walls of home. Thus, by shaping households that fell outside 
Containment norms, the female Beats revealed the possibility of rebellion from off-the-
road settings and confronted oppressive gender roles and relations both among the Beats 
and of the dominant culture.  
For Hettie Jones, challenging Containment standards meant developing her home 
around creative agency—power she experienced through establishing community among 
the Beats and their contemporary artists and writers. As she worked from her kitchen as 
co-editor of the little magazine Yūgen, bringing together many figures who would go onto 
be influential to U.S. American art, literature, and poetry, Jones helped define the 
aesthetic of the Beats and the larger avant-garde of the era. From her home, she resisted 
Containment norms, shaping not just a space for herself, but establishing through the 
success of Yūgen a space for her creative community. 
At the Kitchen Table: Hettie Jones and Yūgen 
As Hettie Jones recalls, Yūgen: A New Consciousness in Arts and Letters was her 
husband’s idea, “but, as he’s written, I ‘went for it.’ I think I threw myself at it, actually” 
(How 53). Without doubt, Jones played a significant role in this little magazine’s success. 
Listed in the masthead as an editor along with Baraka, Jones also acted as typist, 
typesetter, and designer of Yūgen, and catalyzed its distribution and circulation.7 Her 
                                                
7	  For purposes of disambiguation, I will refer to LeRoi Jones, as he identified at the time 




twofold influence on the magazine’s style and readership, then, positions Jones as one 
who not only helped to determine the identity of the era’s avant-garde and the 
development of their aesthetic; but also as one who reinforced those ideals among the 
artistic community, championed them among critics, and initiated them into the public. 
That little magazine Jones enthusiastically toiled over launched in 1958, taking 
the first part of its title from the Japanese for “elegance, beauty, grace, transcendence of 
these things, and also nothing at all” (Jones, How 54). The subtitle, “A New 
Consciousness in Arts and Letters,” reflected the editors’ hopes for Yūgen—that it could 
be a space for the aesthetic developing around them. True to its name, those eight issues 
of Yūgen, produced from 1958 through 1961 in the kitchen of the Joneses New York 
apartment did become a vehicle for the network of avant-garde poets and artists of which 
the couple were a part. During its run, Yūgen featured a number of Beat writers, and 
writers and artists from concurrent avant-garde communities, such as the Black Mountain 
School, New York School, and San Francisco Renaissance.  
As Jones writes, “Piece by piece I put it all together, on my old kitchen table, with 
triangle and T-square” (How 54). Although a tedious process, through the production of 
Yūgen, not only did Jones succeed in providing a publishing space for the larger poetic 
community, but also she transformed the domestic space of the kitchen into one of 
creativity and voice. Feminists of color in later decades also recognize in their work and 
writing the potential of the kitchen table for female agency and identity formation. In 
1980, for instance, Barbara Smith launched Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, so 
                                                                                                                                            
appeared in Yūgen under her birth name “Hettie Cohen,” I will instead use her current 
surname throughout. In applicable instances, however, I will use the plural “Joneses” 




called because the kitchen, for Smith, is the “center of the home, the place where women 
in particular work and communicate with each other,” and also symbolizes the “grass 
roots operation, begun and kept alive by women who cannot rely on inheritances or other 
benefits of class privilege to do the work we need to do” (11). Additionally, in Paule 
Marshall’s essay, “From the Poets in the Kitchen,” the Barbadian-American author 
describes the kitchen table as the site around which her mother and friends would gather 
to discuss everything from gossip and relationships to politics and the economy. 
According to Marshall, those moments around the kitchen table demonstrate the power of 
one’s own language and the influence of this language on her own work. Similarly, Joy 
Harjo, writer and artist of Muskogee and Cherokee descent, writes a poem, “Perhaps the 
World Ends Here,” that opens, “The world begins at a kitchen table” (l. 1).  Not only 
does the kitchen table serve as an origin metaphor, but for Harjo it is also a place of 
identity formation and gender relations: “It is here that children are given instructions on 
what it means to be human. We make men at it, we make women” (l. 4).  
For Jones, constructing Yūgen at the kitchen table provided her with a sense of 
fulfillment, and she identifies her intimate engagement with the little magazine’s poems 
as some of the earliest workshops of her own poetic career. She reflects, “In late 1958, 
the critic Gilbert Seldes remarked that even though he wasn’t always ‘with’ the poetry of 
Yūgen he found in it a lot of feeling—his italics. It was this that all my late-night cutting, 
pasting, aligning, and retyping finally taught me—what comes from reading things over 
and over, taking apart and putting together, the heart of the matter, the way it feels” (How 




within domestic spaces by reconstructing the home as a place for creativity and 
contribution to the Beat aesthetic and ethos.  
Beat scholars have acknowledged Jones’s role in the success of the little magazine. 
Although the Partisan Review where Jones worked as subscription manager was not 
sympathetic to the new Beat lifestyle or writing, her connections there brought Yūgen into 
broader circulation. Bernhard DeBoer, a distributor with whom Jones was acquainted 
helped to extend the magazine beyond the reach of Beat enclaves in New York and San 
Francisco. As Jones writes, “Piggybacked on the old guard, [Yūgen] made its way onto 
Midwest campuses and into West Coast bookstores. Despite its far-out focus and its few 
little offset pages stapled at the spine, despite the fact that it looked nothing like Partisan 
or Kenyon or even Dissent, it went to places like Brown and Purdue and Northwestern 
and Idaho State” (“Babes” 52). As John Tytell writes, “Perhaps because of the infiltration 
of Hettie Jones, who worked at Partisan Review in the 1960s […] an attitude of rigid 
dismissal evolved to tolerance and even support” of the Beats and their writing and ideas 
(196). Jennifer Love echoes Tytell’s findings, “Hettie’s work not only helped to provide 
the Beats a forum wherein they could be published and read by a wider audience, but her 
connections with more established literary magazines may have influenced their eventual 
acceptance of Beat writing” (19). Through this arrangement with DeBoer, then, Jones 
brought Yūgen into the realm of reputable literary magazines and into the hands of 
readers across the U.S.  
Moreover, in looking at the contents of Yūgen’s eight issues, the weight of the 
scholars’ claims becomes clearer.  Jones’s work and network ultimately brings attention 




members of a larger avant-garde community that surrounded the Joneses in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s. Writers and artists from the Black Mountain and New York schools, the 
San Francisco Renaissance; members of an artistic underground unaffiliated with any 
formal movement; as well as underrepresented women and African American poets, 
affiliated or not, appear in Yūgen’s pages. Throughout the little magazine, Beats and the 
larger avant-garde community found the space to push back against the literary and 
cultural center.  
As the little magazine’s editor, then, Jones shared in countering the literary center, 
providing space for those avant-garde writers to challenge tradition. Significantly, women 
boast a history of editorial authority over little magazines, an authority unmatched in the 
otherwise male-dominated publishing world. Studies in modernism provide an example 
parallel to female editors of Beat little magazines and enlighten Jones’s experience with 
Yūgen, as both circles have been depicted as male-populated and male-driven. Bonnie 
Kime Scott explains in Gender of Modernism, “Typically both the authors of original 
manifestos and the literary historians of modernism took as their norm a small set of its 
male participants, who were quoted, anthologized, taught, and consecrated as geniuses” 
(2). Scholars neglected readings of gender as a theme in the writing of these chosen few. 
Moreover they left female writers under-attended, undervalued, or misrepresented (2). 
The consequence, according to Scott: “Modernism as we were taught it…was perhaps 
halfway to the truth. It was unconsciously gendered masculine” (2). 
By recovering and introducing female editors of modernist little magazines into 




Editing Modernism: “Little” Magazines and Literary History.8 For Marek, the 
importance of identifying the presence of women as editors of little magazines amounts 
to a more complete picture of modernism itself, as she considers such figures to be 
“gatekeepers” of the movement. Marek points to women like Harriet Monroe, editor of 
poetry Poetry; Margaret Anderson and Jane Heap with Little Review; as well as Kay 
Boyle, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), Jessie Fauset, Florence Gilliam, and Virginia Woolf, 
among others (4). Despite this long list, the corresponding scholarship is sparse, 
according to Marek. Modernist studies will benefit most when women receive 
recognition as creative contributors to the modernism and as editors who shaped the 
movement (4). 
The same gendering that Scott observes in representations of modernism has 
occurred in representations of the Beat Generation. As scholars at the forefront of studies 
on women Beats, Ronna C. Johnson and Nancy M. Grace, explain:  
Since its advent in the mid-1950s, Beat generation writing has been only 
partly seen. The category is typically equated with three men considered to 
be the movement’s principal figures—Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and 
William S. Burroughs—and what they are made to stand for: iconoclastic, 
freewheeling, masculinist community and dissent from both literary 
                                                
8	  Marek’s essay, “Magazines, Presses, and Salons in Women’s Modernism,” referenced 
in Chapter Two confirms a relationship between female salonnières, editors, and 
publishers. Vollmer as head of a Beat salon and Jones as a Beat little magazine editor and 
publisher correspond with the women Marek explores; their overlooked work 
“contributed to the development of modernist aesthetics” (62). As Marek points out, 
“Considering salons, little magazines, and book publishers together gives a stronger sense 
of how the more fleeting aspects of modernist developments affected the documents of 




convention and conformist lifestyle….Most critical discussion has 
preserved this narrow identification of the Beat movement with its white 
male practitioners, rehearsing the worn dogma of their iconography… (1) 
 While certainly the Beat movement boasts considerable male talent in addition to 
that of the three men mentioned by Grace and Johnson, limitations placed on women by 
the larger culture and in the culture of the Beats themselves resulted in a continued under-
acknowledgement of female talent during the long 1950s. Oversights compound when 
scholarship replicates instead of corrects those tendencies. As Marek confirms through 
her work on modernism, attending to the movement’s overlooked gatekeepers reveals a 
dimension of the female Beats’ influence previously ignored. Specifically, the little 
magazine offered women involved in the Beat Generation a position of authority to shape 
the development of Beat and avant-garde literature as contributors, but also and 
importantly, as editors.  
In the long list of “Periodicals of the Beat Generation,” generated by George F. 
Butterick, examples of this phenomenon emerge. By reframing his bibliography to 
highlight female editorship, Jones’s work at Yūgen occurs not as an anomaly but as a 
trend. Figure 1 presents this reframing of Butterick’s findings. The list of female editors 
of Beat little magazines names thirty women whose work spans twenty-two years. 


















Beach, Mary Pellu, Claude Bulletin from Nothing San Francisco, 
CA 
1965 2 










Hough, Lindy Grossinger, Richard Io Amherst, MA 1965 1 





Knight, Kit Knight, Arthur; and 
Knight, Glee 
unspeakable visions of the 
individual 
California, PA 1971 1 
Kruchkow, Diane  Stony Hills Newportbury, 
MA 
1977 1 
Lesniak, Rose Hackman, Neil Out There Chicago, IL 1973-
1977 
13 





Mayer, Bernadette Warsh, Lewis United Artists Lenox, MA 1977 1 
Milward, Pamela Clays, Gino Out of Sight San Francisco, 
CA 
1966 2 
Molinaro, Ursule Kelly, Robert, et al. Chelsea New York City, 
NY 
1958 1 








Nations, Ellen; and 
Nations, Opal 
 Strange Faeces London, England 1970-
1980 
20 
Notley, Alice  Chicago Chicago, IL 1972-
1973 
6 





Owens, Maureen  Telephone New York City, 
NY 
1970 1 
Plymell, Pamela Beach Plymell, Charles; and 
Norton, Joshua 





Randall, Margaret Mondragon, Sergio; and 
Wolin, Harvey 







Rothenberg, Erika Andre, Michael Unmuzzled Ox New York City, 
NY 
1971 1 
Shelton, Cindy; and 
Shulman, Bonnie 
et al. Bombay Gin Boulder, CO 1976-
1978 
5 
Sinclair, Magdelene Sinclair, John Change Detroit, MI 1965-
1966 
2 
Wakoski, Diane Lewis, Harry Software New York City, 
NY 
1965 3 










Waldman, Anne Bye, Reed Rocky Ledge Nederland, CO 1979 1 
Walsh, Joy  Moody Street Irregulars Clarence Center, 
NY 
1978 1 




In her introduction to Women Editing Modernism, Marek asks, “What remains 
obscured in literary history that will be uncovered once women’s contributions to 
‘gatekeeping’ as well as to creative work are taken seriously?” (4). Following her line of 
inquiry, what of Beat literature can be discovered with investigation into women’s 
editorship and creative contribution? What larger influence on poetics have these women 
had?  
Jones’s editorship provides entry into this area of investigation. Scholars have 
pointed to the catalytic effect of Jones’s efforts at Yūgen. Further, both the content of the 
little magazine and the context of her editorship demonstrate the significance of her role. 
As a detailing of the little magazine reveals, Yūgen drew together members of a larger 
avant-garde community that surrounded the Joneses in the late 1950s and early 1960s and 
gave space for these creatives to push back against the literary and cultural center. 
Through Yūgen, Jones helped to develop a creative community, usher it into serious 
literary reception, and propel its legacy. First, working with Baraka to assemble the 
contents of the little magazine, she merged streams of visual art and writing into a 
common current. Then, she aided in the distribution of a vehicle that would go on to 
influence some of the pioneering anthologies of a century—doing so with more open 
embrace and perhaps greater attention to the true range of American poetry. 
Yūgen: Contexts and Contents 
Jones’s work at Yūgen reflects the role of editors of Beat little magazines—to give 
sympathetic print space to experimental writers of the era and to curate a common 
aesthetic among them. Against a cultural backdrop of hostility toward such writers and 




social conservatism ruled public attitudes and elitism dominated publishing. The Howl 
obscenity trials found Lawrence Ferlinghetti facing charges for shipping Ginsberg’s book 
from England to California. Despite Ferlinghetti’s 1957 court victory, the Beats remained 
under public scrutiny, and their resultant notoriety prompted public interest in 
sensationalizing their lives rather than valuing their work. Even in literary magazines the 
Beats faced opposition and censorship. The Spring 1958 issue of the Chicago Review 
excerpted Burroughs’s Naked Lunch, drawing negative attention from The Chicago Daily 
and university officials who then suppressed the issue. In response, former Review 
employees began their own independent little magazine, The Big Table, and recirculated 
the censored material. Once again, the U.S. Post Office Department seized copies of the 
little magazine for its obscene contents.9 As in the Howl trial, courts ruled in favor of the 
writing, but not before the media could once again exploit the Beats. 
Such examples of censorship, rejection, and sensationalism demonstrate the 
difficulty Beats and their peers faced in finding a venue where they could be taken 
seriously. They discovered such a venue in the little magazines that emerged among the 
creative circles of the long 1950s. In his essay “Little Magazines and Alternative Canons: 
The Example of Origin,” Alan Golding looks into the influence of a little magazine 
founded by Cid Corman in 1951 and friendly to the experimental poetry of the era. 
Golding’s scholarship demonstrates the paramount role little magazines had in the 
trajectory of the poetic canon. For Golding, Origin challenged the canon by “publishing, 
against the current of the times, poets who went on to produce significant and substantial 
                                                
9	  Gerald E. Brennan gives a thorough two-part history of this incident in his essay 
“Naked Censorship: The True Story of the University of Chicago and William S. 




body of work”; “creating contacts and a sense of common endeavor among those poets 
that helped them continue their work” and encircling those distinct schools into a larger 
literary avant-garde in the Cold War moment; and representing through this network a 
trend that itself influenced later poetic practice (692).  
Index of Artists, Editors, Writers, and Translators, Yūgen 1-8 
Aldan, Daisy Fearing, Bruce Loewinsohn, Ron Rothenberg, Jerome 
Aleshire, Michael Finstein, Max Lowenfels, Lillian Schwartzburg, Peter 
Ashbery, John Fisher, Stanley Lowenfels, Walter Selby Jr., Hubert 
Blackburn, Paul Ginsberg, Allen Marshall, Edward Smith, Bessie 
Blaser, Robin Guenther, Charles Mason, Mason Jordan Snyder, Gary 
Bluhm, Norman Guest, Barbara May, James Boyer Sorrentino, Gilbert 
Boyd, Bruce Hamilton, Bobb McClure, Michael Speckled Red 
Bremser, Ray Jackrell, Thomas Meltzer, David Spellman, Ben (A.B.) 
Briggs, Harold James, Ed Micheline, Jack Spitzer, Rachel 
Burroughs, William S. Jonas, Steve Moraff, Barbara Ellen Stade, George 
Carroll, Paul Jones, Hettie  O'Hara, Frank Stamm, C. Jack 
Corso, Gregory Jones, LeRoi Olson, Charles Stanley, George 
Creeley, Robert Kean, Ernest Oppenheimer, Joel Stewart, Hector 
Crews, Judson Kerouac, Jack Orlovsky, Peter Tropp, Stephen 
Dahlberg, Edward King, Basil Owens, Rochelle Ungerer, Tomi 
Di Prima, Diane Koch, Kenneth Perkoff, Stuart Z. Wang, David 




Eigner, Larry Lamantia, Philip Polite, Allen Wieners, John 
Farber, Charles Lett, Paul Postell, Tom Williams, William Carlos 
Figure 3: Yūgen Artists, Editors, Writers, and Translators  
 
Yūgen functioned similarly, providing an early venue for some of America’s most 
prolific poets, helping to solidify a poetic moment and establish an artistic network. 
Figure 2 demonstrates the range of Yūgen’s contributors. Yet, Yūgen earned its reputation 
as a Beat little magazine by distributing a number of pieces by members of the Beat 
Generation. In fact, over one-quarter of Yūgen’s contents over the course of the eight 
issues come from this movement’s notable figures. In addition to Baraka himself who had 
taken up with the Beats, Yūgen also promoted early and first printings of works by Ray 
Bremser, William Burroughs, Gregory Corso, Diane di Prima, Allen Ginsberg, Jack 
Kerouac, Peter Orlovsky, and even West Coast Beats like Gary Snyder. 
In helping to define the aesthetic of the generation and establish a network of 
avant-garde poetry, Yūgen featured a number of artists and writers not just from the Beat 
Generation of which the Joneses were a part. Members of other emerging communities 
found a place in Yūgen, including poets from the Black Mountain School such as Charles 
Olson, Robert Creeley, and Paul Blackburn. The little magazine’s editors brought these 
names together with figures from the New York School, like Norman Bluhm, Frank 
O’Hara, John Ashbery, and Barbara Guest. In addition, Jones and Baraka had ties to a 
number of San Francisco Renaissance poets—for example, Robin Blaser and David 
Meltzer; as well as San Francisco oral performance Zen poets like Bruce Boyd; and those 




Michael McClure. The little magazine also focused attention on a number of 
experimental artists from within these communities—for instance, Fielding Dawson, 
Basil King, Peter Schwarzburg, Rachel Spitzer, and Tomi Ungerer. 
Lending to a sense of continuity amongst these diverse figures, Yūgen’s contents 
responds to and incorporates common influences. Inspiration drawn from Eastern and 
abstract expressionist visual art, Japanese poetic forms, and blues and jazz recur 
throughout the pages. The cover of Yūgen 1 bears a drawing by Peter Schwartzburg—an 
abstract depiction of a face. Rachel Spitzer composes a logographic character that 
foregrounds the drawing (fig. 3).10 Jones calls this an “ideogram like an action painting” 
(How 55), pointing to the relationship between Yūgen’s stylistic sources. Issues four and 
five, with covers by Black Mountain artists Fielding Dawson and Basil King, further 
expose this connection. The two incorporate Asian calligraphic brush strokes, minimalist 
contrast, and abstract spatter in their illustrations. Norman Bluhm and Frank O’Hara 
respond to the influences from a different point of view in Yūgen 7 (fig. 4). Their 
collaborative poem painting “Drawing & Dénouement” imprints Bluhm’s abstract 
expressionist backdrop with O’Hara’s words: 
      no  
  I don’t feel 
        very haiku 
                                                
10 All Yūgen images are courtesy of Jed Birmingham’s website Reality Studio: A William 
S. Burroughs Community. Birmingham generously posted all issues of the little magazine 
in Portable Document Format. They were made available in December 2012, appended to 






    today (64) 
 
Figure 4 (Left): The Yūgen 1  
Figure 5 (Right): “Drawing & Denouement” 
 
The poetry throughout Yūgen reveals similar cultural references. For instance, 
Yūgen 4 not only incorporates four haikus by Kerouac but also two blues poems by the 
writer. Further emphasizing an affinity to African American music styles, Yūgen 7 
presents lyrics from Bessie Smith’s “Empty Bed Blues.” Smith shares a page with Venice 
Beat Stuart Z. Perkoff’s “To Orpheus”—a modern retelling of myth that employs jazz 
slang. The little magazine, then, highlights common currents among the various creative 
circles and genres of expression, identifying and defining the direction of experimental 
trends. 
In addition to demonstrating a commonality among the various communities, 
issues also emphasized particular circles and movements, which served to define 




Beats throughout Yūgen, for example, situated this group within the larger avant-garde 
picture, helped to confirm and communicate their developing aesthetic and role within 
that picture, and steered them into a literary community outside of the center. Yūgen 3, 
for instance, stands out as a significant issue in Beat literary history. Among other 
noteworthy inclusions, this issue presented first published poems by Ray Bremser. 
Bremser’s Yūgen 3 poem, “Part III (Poems of the City Madness),” constitutes an early 
working of material for his first book of poetry, Madness (1965). Likewise, the editors 
also selected Peter Orlovsky’s “First Poem,” which would retain the misspelled title 
“Frist Poem” when reproduced in Big Table 3 (1959) and in the poet’s collection Clean 
Asshole Poems and Smiling Vegetable Songs (1978). Gary Snyder also figured in Yūgen 3, 
with “Another for the Same” and “Praise for Sick Women.”  Furthermore, this issue gave 
space to Burroughs and Ginsberg despite scandals surrounding their work. Yūgen’s 
editors did not shy away from Naked Lunch’s controversy; they printed “Have You seen 
Pantapon Rose,” a prose poem derived from one of the book’s vignettes. Ginsberg also 
appeared in Yūgen 3 with “A New Cottage In Berkeley.” The contents of this poem 
resurface under an altered title, “A Strange New Cottage in Berkeley,” which American 
Scream author Jonah Raskin calls Ginsberg’s “most significant Berkeley poem” (140).  
In addition to these Beats, Yūgen 3 also features “Lullaby” by Diane di Prima, one 
of the most successful publishing female Beats. A full text of “Lullaby” appears in 
Appendix A. This poem not only signals the role Yūgen played in opening doors for the 
Beats, and for female Beats in particular, but also its themes respond to and incorporate 
the larger concerns of avant-garde poets who fought back against literary conservatism. 




institutions reflect her formal education, grounding she shared with several fellow Beats 
despite efforts by New York Intellectuals to characterize the group as “know-nothing 
bohemians.”11 
However, through such references di Prima critiques rather than reinforces elitism. 
In fact, this “Lullaby” soothes its “sleep[ing] lad,” promising to profane the sacred, with 
images of deliberate and transgressive disruption of such distinctions (l. 1). Throughout 
the poem, the speaker and her sleeping addressee find functionality and creativity in 
otherwise ornamental, inaccessible objects and spaces of high art.  
The poem begins as the speaker pacifies its addressee, explaining, “once every 
flip this world goes upside down” (l. 3). The stanzas that follow describe the “upside 
down” dream world where the two have full use of places and things otherwise off limits. 
Display-only objects fulfill everyday, domestic purposes as the speaker and sleeper build 
a home around them; “we’ll put a mattress / among the Brancusi’s,” di Prima writes, 
making bedroom furniture of prized sculpture (ll. 17-8). In the lines that follow, the 
speaker describes “drink[ing] orange juice / from egyptian glass” (ll. 19-20), where 
ancient relics become kitchenware. To the sleeper she offers, “you’ll write on parchment” 
(l. 11). Like drinking from egyptian glass—making practical use of artifact—writing on 
parchment brings into play a retired medium. This time, rather than serving a domestic 
                                                
11 In 1958, Norman Podhoretz’s published “The Know-Nothing Bohemians,” a piece 
written for the Partisan Review that remains one of harshest of criticisms of the Beats, 
their writing, and their rebellion. In his essay, Podhoretz positioned the Beats as 
deliberately antagonistic to intellectualism, calling their “worship of primitivism and 
spontaneity” a “cover for hostility to intelligence”—a “brutal” call-to-action among to the 
Beats to “kill the intellectuals who can talk coherently, kill the people who can sit still for 
five minutes at a time, kill those incomprehensible characters who are capable of getting 





function, however, the parchment figures in the sleeper’s creative output. Yet in such 
engagement with these objects, there seems no intent to violate valued art and artifact; 
instead, the speaker engages them in her life. No longer inert objects, admired only at a 
distance, the Brancusi’s, egyptian glass, and parchment are active and enjoyed. 
Di Prima similarly imagines putting a personal touch on high cultural spaces. First, 
she describes hosting a festive gathering in an otherwise formal space: “[we’ll] have a 
new year’s party / at the frick museum” (ll. 9-10). Here, she rejects the pretension that the 
Fifth Avenue museum’s elaborate mansion architecture embodies and refashions the 
space for popular entertainment. In this way, the poet explains, “the Rembrandt room / 
will be our salon” (ll. 13-14). Again, the speaker claims a space from which she and the 
sleeper are excluded and make it their own. Just as the Rembrandt room becomes the 
gathering place for the speaker and her guests, di Prima reimagines creative uses for other 
cultural spaces. “I’ll jam till dawn / at the opera house,” she writes, juxtaposing the slang 
term for improvising musically with the image of the opera house and connotations of the 
formal works typically performed there (ll. 25-6). Like the jazz musicians that the 
provided the Beats inspiration, di Prima plans to “jam,” bringing Beat language and 
musical style to bear against more traditional forms.  
Ultimately, “Lullaby” explores the tension between high art and the “lowbrow” 
label often applied to the Beats. It pacifies a sleeper made restless by the exclusion of the 
new artistic community from cultural spaces, and imagines a world where such denial of 
access is challenged. Finally, through this poem di Prima questions the inaccessibility of 
art, hung on the walls of lifeless rooms and locked away behind glass; and she challenges 




the Beats, di Prima seems to suggest a role for herself and for poets and artists like her—
to flip the world upside down and reposition themselves in it. Di Prima’s “Lullaby,” then, 
reflects in its concerns the same goals the Joneses have for Yūgen—introducing an 
alternative artistic consciousness into new spaces. 
In addition to di Prima the editors also included three poems by Barbara Moraff in 
the Beat issue, Yūgen 3: “Poem for Tamara,” “In a Hospital Room,” and “Wednesday 
Understands That.” The embrace of di Prima and Moraff signals the role Yūgen played in 
opening doors for the Beats and for female Beats, in particular. In 1963, when Italian 
editor Fernanda Pivano Sottsass requested from Kerouac a list of Beat figures to be 
considered for her upcoming collection of American poetry, he responded, “Be sure not 
to leave out Miss Da Prima [sic] & Miss Moraff or Mrs. [Lois] Sorrells—so you can have 
a representative anthologia” (qtd. in Friedman 215). 
Di Prima would appear in five of Yūgen’s eight issues, while Moraff contributed 
to three issues. The editors showcased a number of other female poets and artists 
throughout the little magazine. Work by the aforementioned Barbara Guest and Rachel 
Spitzer appeared alongside contributions by Daisy Aldan, Lilian Lowenfels, and Rochelle 
Owens. The little magazine also often advertised for female writers, promoting, for 
example, di Prima’s This Kind of Bird Flies Backward, a collection available through the 
Jonses’ Totem Press.12 Similarly, issue eight endorsed Totem/Corinth’s Four Young Lady 
Poets, a book containing the works of Moraff, Owens, Carol Berge, and Diane Wakoski.  
                                                
12 Yūgen’s early popularity encouraged the formation of a “sibling” to the little magazine, 
Totem Press committed to printing emerging writers in the scene and was founded in 
1958. As with the little magazine, Totem’s small books originated from Jones’s drafting 




Yūgen’s inclusivity prevails again through the presence of black poets and themes 
of race throughout its issues. In his own contributions, Baraka used the space of Yūgen to 
explore themes of historic and contemporary oppression. Baraka’s prose poem “Suppose 
Sorrow Was a Time Machine,” printed in issue two, confronts the psychic trauma of 
racism in the U.S. that passes down from generation to generation. In Yūgen 7, a piece 
from “The Editors” seems an overt response to racism in the publishing and poetry 
worlds (fig. 5). Below a picture of Black Nationalist Marcus Garvey, the editors indict a 
number of noteworthy names: “Mr. and Mrs. Lionel Trilling…John Updike, The Yale 
Series of Recorded poets…(More names supplied on request)” (63). This group is asked 
to report for shipping to the “dark continent” so that they may “help those yng [sic] 
countries who are underdeveloped literarily” (63). The Joneses’ “Public Notice” at once 
exposes the high cultural socializing efforts of the literary elite and at the same time 
lampoons their racist anxieties. In addition to Baraka’s writing, the little magazine printed 
pieces by Tom Postell, Allen Polite, Bobb Hamilton, A.B. Spellman, and Oliver Pitcher. 
Ultimately, Yūgen provided a platform for black poets and for exploring issues of racism 




Figure 6: “Public Notice” by The Editors  
 
The Legacy of a Little Magazine 
By publishing otherwise ignored or outright rejected writers and artists of the era, 
Yūgen set itself against a literary and cultural center and influenced other efforts to issue 
similar challenges to literary tradition. In addition to acting as a stepping-stone for those 
writers on their way to finding venues for larger works and collections, Yūgen also 
anticipated some of the most highly influential anthologies to the trajectory of American 




emerge later in Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry, 1945-1960. By the time Allen 
published The New American Poetry in 1960, five issues of Yūgen had already been 
printed. Unsurprisingly, then, when Allen undertook this venture, he went straight to the 
source of the New American poetry—delving into avant-garde little magazines and 
engaging in correspondence with their editors. The results, as Alan Golding argues in 
“The New American Poetry Revisited, Again,” helped reshape the poetic canon: 
In terms of its defining “anti-academic” role in the 1960s anthology wars, 
its impact on later collections and editors, its importance for later poets, 
and its central place in most readings or structurings of postwar literary 
history, Donald Allen’s The New American Poetry (1960) is generally 
considered the most influential poetry anthology of the post-World War II 
period. (180) 
Golding’s analysis of The New American Poetry’s impact only confirms the 
importance of Yūgen and its creators. Beyond speculation, Allen looked to the Joneses 
and Yūgen in developing his anthology. Baraka explains Allen’s method of seeking out 
little magazines as part of research for his collection: “[Allen] worked meticulously, and 
he went to great pains to investigate the poetic scene, inquiring after new poets, buying 
all the magazines, going to all the poetry readings and events manqué. (He had found me 
through Yūgen.)” (qtd. in Golding, “New” 197). It is no stretch, then, to imagine that 
Allen found more names than Baraka’s in the little magazine. In fact, nearly thirty of the 
forty-four poets that Allen includes in his collection appeared in the pages of the Yūgen.  
In addition to overlap in their tables of contents, specific selections are located in 




“Take I, 4:II:58,” reached Allen’s anthology after its inclusion in Yūgen 1. Similarly, 
Yūgen featured Snyder’s “Praise for Sick Women,” Orlovsky’s “Second Poem,” 
Meltzer’s “15th Raga for Bela Lugosi,” and Guest’s “On Sunday Evening”—poems all 
found later in The New American Poetry. Yūgen’s editors published di Prima’s “The 
Jungle” in issue seven, two decades before Allen printed the poem in his updated 
compilation The Postmoderns. Clearly, Yūgen’s editors also stood at the forefront of the 
new American poetry scene. 
In areas where editors of The New American Poetry and Yūgen diverged, the little 
magazine issued a firmer challenge to the literary establishment. In particular, Yūgen 
surpasses Allen’s anthology in numbers of female poets and poets of color represented. In 
a 1966 essay for Diplomat Magazine, Baraka comments on the exclusion of black art 
forms from critical, even popular, consideration. Here, Baraka also reflects on Allen’s 
editorial practices: 
American poetry, &c. anthologies are like memberships in the same ofay 
suburban social clubs of the walkaround world. We are poets from 
different sources, finally, for different reasons. Only LeRoi Jones in New 
American Poetry, 1945-60. The Negro! Whose poetry then, only a 
reflection of what the rest of that E-X-C-L-U-S-I-V-E club was doing. 
You mean there was no other poetry, you mean there were no other spooks, 
&c. I pass. (Baraka 25)  
While these shortcomings in diversity may reflect the traditional channels Allen 
faced in the publication of The New American Poetry, they also elevate the achievements 




be understated, in recent years the value of Yūgen has garnered attention from institutions 
such as the Whitney and the New York Public Library. The latter’s exhibit, “A Secret 
Location on the Lower East Side: Adventures in Writing, 1960-1980,” recognized Yūgen 
among the “progenitors of an indie movement that has continued to influence American 
literature, poetry in particular” (Jones, “Babes” 52).  
Moreover, Jones and Baraka seemed to anticipate the way feminist, black, and 
ethnic power movements would in the decades to come encourage a re-evaluation of the 
U.S. prose and poetic canons. After Yūgen’s conclusion, grassroots publishing venues 
emerged that devoted sole attention to African American poets. In 1965, for instance, 
Dudley Randall launched the revolutionary Broadside Press; and Third World Press, 
founded by Chicago’s  Haki R. Madhubuti, Carolyn Rodgers, Johari Amini, emerged in 
1967. Yūgen poet A.B. Spellman became influential in the Black Arts Movement. In 
1970, he produced his own journal, Rhythm, to “provide an institutional voice for a 
growing community of black artists” in Atlanta (Smethurst 210). Baraka himself gained 
wide acclaim as a poet, figuring centrally in the Black Arts and Black Nationalist 
Movements. Finally, Jones, who put together Yūgen at her kitchen table, anticipated 
feminists of color in later decades who also recognized in their work and writing the 
potential of this space like the founders of the aforementioned Kitchen Table Press. The 
trajectory of Jones’s efforts may also be seen in the development of publishers like The 
Feminist Press (1970) and anthologies like This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by 
Radical Women of Color (1981). 
During its time, then, Yūgen provided an alternative space for those coming from 




African American writers and artists. In uniting these communities under one little 
magazine series, the editors facilitated a creative network among early voices in U.S. 
poetics, prose, and visual art. Across its eight issues, Yūgen expressed an aesthetic 
moment that would be captured and reiterated in further-reaching publications in the 
years after its launch.  
Conclusion 
Containment found its way into U.S. American daily life, creating a culture of 
repression and influencing the emerging Beat Generation. The Beats, who saw their 
lifestyle and aesthetic choices from sexual expression to artistic license come under the 
scrutiny of Containment, envisioned a rebellion that moved beyond the white picket 
fences of middle-class suburbia and onto the open road. Yet another aspect of the 
Containment culture closed in on women of the era; as particular targets of oppression, 
women found themselves restricted to roles of wife and mother, relegated to domestic 
spaces, and held responsible for maintaining the most basic unit of a functioning nation, 
the heteronuclear family. Seeking escape from such expectations, the women of the Beat 
Generation entered into rebellion; however, in doing so, they joined a movement that 
mythologized the road as a space for challenging dominant culture. Facing containment 
on the one hand and a masculinized subculture on the other, the female Beats took it upon 
themselves to invent a new way. They reimaged home spaces that opposed Containment 
standards, reflecting findings of cultural geographers and feminist theorists who argue 
that positioning the home as a site of resistance can challenge cultural notions of gender 
and gender relations. While methods for creating this transgressive space varied among 




creativity and agency. From her kitchen table, Jones helped produce a little magazine, 
uniting a poetic and artistic network under one publication. Not only, then, did Hettie 
Jones create a home where she could exhibit creativity and agency; but also she 
developed a sympathetic cultural space for the members of the community in which she 
was involved.  
Beat scholars have acknowledged the role Jones’s publishing connections played 
in Yūgen’s circulation, attributing to her hand in its distribution the eventual popular and 
critical reception of Beat writing. More than factoring in that tract of Beat literary history, 
Jones also finds herself within a tradition of female writers who find power in the kitchen, 
whose language and identity originate there, and parallel to later feminists of color who 
launch grassroots presses at the kitchen table, who issue cultural resistance there. Jones 
exists among female editors of little magazines, who find power in their positions to 
shape a literary and poetic movement. Moreover, her example repairs narratives from 
which women’s presences and contributions to the Beat Generation are missing. Jones’s 
work with Yūgen demonstrates the power of little magazines to present experimentalists 
with publishing opportunities against a backdrop otherwise hostile toward their writing 
and lifestyles, and to curate and define a common aesthetic among those individuals. 
Jones advanced the production of a vehicle influential to some of the most pioneering 
collections and anthologies of a century. Moreover, her little magazine achieved such 
things with more inclusivity and perhaps with more comprehensive attention to the 
emerging American poetry. Yūgen confirmed the connection that Black Mountain, New 
York School, and Beat figures shared with those involved in San Francisco movements 




demonstrates the little magazine’s function as a mirror on a poetic, artist, and larger 
cultural moment. Moroever, by including numbers of female and African American poets 
with regularity unusual for the era, the editors looked ahead to paths that U.S. writing 
would take. To be sure, the Joneses’ efforts resonated in the eventual anthologizing and 
canonizing of the names they first published, and anticipated the feminist and ethnic 
movements that would follow in subsequent decades.    
Ultimately, the accomplishments of this little magazine are owed in no small part 
to Hettie Jones, the female editor who helped conceptualize, develop, and promote Yūgen 
through its duration. As Jones assembled Yūgen from her kitchen table, she not only 
helped advance the alternative poetic and artistic community of the era, but also she 
rearticulated the meaning of home for women in the long 1950s and, similarly, the role of 
women in the home. Thus, returning Jones to accounts of this cultural moment not only 
repairs narratives of the Beat Generation, but also reveals possibilities of female rebellion 




CHAPTER 4. A ROOM OF HER OWN: JOYCE JOHNSON’S SPACES OF BEAT 
REBELLION 
On July 4, 1955, Joyce Johnson left her parents’ home and moved into small 
maid’s room on Amsterdam Avenue—a space of her own financed by the meager income 
of a secretarial job. While on the surface this event may seem unremarkable, according to 
Johnson, “daring to leave home” was a “historic” move for a woman in the 1950s (Minor 
xxxiii). Such a decision marked a departure from the standards of Containment propriety. 
Johnson writes, “Everyone knew in the 1950s why a girl from a nice family left home. 
The meaning of her theft of herself from her parents was clear to all—as well as what 
she’d be up to in that room of her own” (Minor 102). Here, Johnson hints at the 
restrictions surrounding female sexuality in the long 1950s implies that a room of her 
own could afford greater sexual autonomy. At the same time, Johnson’s “room of her 
own” alludes to earlier feminist reflections on spatial needs. In 1929, Virginia Woolf 
called for “A Room of One’s Own” as the first step toward resolving gender inequalities, 
particularly between men and women writers.  
By the time Johnson took the room on Amsterdam Avenue, she had achieved both 
“money and a room of her own” (Woolf). With this, not only had she the means for 
writing the first female Beat novel but also the resources for her Beat rebellion. Through 
her maid’s room, Johnson entered into new spaces and experiences—in Greenwich 




 autonomy and sense of community. By trading Containment spaces for a maid’s room, 
she could enjoy newfound freedom and like-minded friends. Even from her stationary 
position, these discoveries allowed her to join in the Beat rebellion. 
The room of her own represents a move toward autonomy and away from spaces 
of her oppression. At the same time, however, Johnson’s play on Woolf’s words recalls 
the roadblocks faced by women. To be sure, hegemonic forces at play continued to 
determine Johnson’s scope of possibilities. Despite her welcoming Beat enclave, Johnson 
still faced longstanding institutional oppressions like those Woolf identifies in “A Room 
of One’s Own.” As Woolf writes, “[I]t would have been impossible, completely and 
entirely, for any woman to have written the plays of Shakespeare in the age of 
Shakespeare.” In the long 1950s, the mechanisms of Containment limited possibilities for 
womanhood, as well.  
Johnson offered a solution to this problem by writing a character to confront the 
spaces of Containment and engage in a style of Beat rebellion that Johnson herself could 
not. Johnson began writing her first novel Come and Join the Dance in 1956, publishing 
it in 1962. 13 The novel centers on a young female protagonist, Susan Leavitt, a middle-
class New Yorker who feels alienated by her culture and stultified by the lack of 
opportunities and false promises it offered. Come and Join the Dance finds Susan 
walking out of her final college examination on “Elizabethan Shakespeare, Pre-Romantic 
Blake, Classical Pope, Romantic Keats” (4). In the week between Susan’s near but 
ultimately unachieved graduation and her departure for Paris, the protagonist breaks up 
                                                
13	  Johnson published Come and Join the Dance under her original given name, Joyce 
Glassman. For continuity and clarity, I will refer to the author only by her current 




with her doting, steady, and marriage-ready boyfriend. She begins to spend increasing 
time with Kay, Peter, and Anthony—“outlaws,” “part of a mysterious, underground 
brotherhood” (62). In time, she becomes “another one” of those outlaws (62); and the 
novel closes as she leaves lover Peter alone in his apartment and sets off for Paris on her 
own. Johnson and her protagonist face a need for rooms of their own. Susan’s decision to 
leave for Paris—rejecting both Containment and bohemian spaces—demonstrates this 
need. Restless in both settings, Susan ultimately determines that carving her own path is 
the only way to find the experience she seeks. 
Susan’s journey to Paris marks a different experience than Johnson and many of 
the female Beats had—instead reflecting a privilege enjoyed primarily by the male Beats. 
Confronting this reality throughout her life, Johnson takes it upon herself to subvert the 
male Beat road narrative, and contribute her own female protagonist to the mix. Although 
Johnson did not enjoy this adventure first hand, she writes it into the possibilities for 
women like her. In the figure of Susan Leavitt, Johnson offers a strategy for contending 
with and escaping containment culture’s restrictions. In addition to her fiction, Johnson’s 
self-writing also demonstrates agency and the reversal of gendered attitudes. Her memoir, 
Minor Characters, reflects several spatially-enacted responses to Containment. Her 
rebellion takes shape in independent apartment spaces and new Beat environments. 
Moreover, as Nancy M. Grace explains, “Johnson’s memoir inscribes against their elision 
a historiography of women as Beats and Beat writers—not as auxiliaries to Beat men—
which includes herself” (182). In other words, Johnson’s aptly titled memoir reveals a 
silence and helps to correct an absence that has followed Beat women from their entrance 




Through a lifestyle and writing that challenged normativity in the 1950s, and 
moreover resisted standards of proper female behavior in the Cold War culture, Johnson 
participates in “contending and figuring what it means to be Beat” (R. Johnson 92). These 
reflections on real life encounters and representations of real and imagined events  
demonstrate the Beat womens’ experiences of independence and autonomy; career and 
creativity; and sexuality and relationships that expand the possibilities and definitions of 
1950s womanhood and Beatdom. By writing as a Beat woman and by writing Beat 
women into fiction and history, Johnson offers alternative models of Beatdom and 
womanhood, and an augmented account of these histories. By finding space for her own 
rebellion and writing new directions for her female Beat protagonist, Johnson makes 
room for more women to carve out their own paths toward both autonomy and 
community. 
 “The Strange Lives We Were Leading”: A Model of Beat Womanhood 
In Minor Characters: A Beat Memoir, Joyce Johnson chronicles her early life in 
the post-World War II United States. Beginning her account in 1945, Johnson’s own 
coming-of-age in her Upper West Side childhood home occurs parallel to the budding 
Beat Generation taking root in Joan Vollmer’s apartment near the campus of Columbia 
University. At this stage in Johnson’s life, however, the emerging Beat context would 
have less impact than the Cold War culture that blanketed America. Johnson writes, 
It was after the war, in the 1950s, that fear would envelop America—fear 
of the Bomb, fear of the Communists, fear of falling from grace or of any 
change in the status quo, fear of deviation or difference. The American 




a time of national mean-spiritedness and, for young people like me, of 
oppressive blandness. There was the sense of having missed out on 
something, of having been born too late. What had been taken from us was 
the energy and courage of youth. (xxxiii) 
Fear and blandness “enveloped” the U.S., and the family unit “closed in upon itself”—
indications of a suffocating long 1950s climate. Significantly, Johnson’s metaphors of 
spatial oppression foreshadow the nature of her impending resistance. 
In addition to the paranoia and “blandness” that marked Cold War America, as 
Ann Charters points out in her introduction to Johnson’s memoir, “Misogyny functioned 
as a cold war virtue” (xx). Amaury de Riencourt’s New York Times Magazine article, for 
instance, printed on November 10, 1957, serves as a fitting example for Charters’s point: 
In de Riencourt’s essay, the “‘ambitious woman,’ who fancied herself the equal of men, 
constituted ‘an internal threat to freedom, worming its way into the heart of our society’” 
(xx). Here again, micro units of society—the body, the individual, the family—represent 
the nation in metaphors for security.  Moreover, de Riencourt’s analogy brings attention 
back to women’s oppression throughout the era. 
Johnson was reminded of her place in society when the misguided advice of her 
Barnard professor highlighted women’s spatial limitations. Before a classroom full of 
creative-writing hopefuls, this professor asked his students who among them had 
aspirations to become writers. As soon as each of the fifteen young women raised her 
hand, the professor responded, “Well, I’m sorry to see this…Very sorry. Because…first 
of all, if you were going to be writers, you wouldn’t be enrolled in this class. You 




America” (81). Knowing that theirs was a world in which women were excluded from 
such adventure, Johnson writes, “The young would-be writers in this room have 
understood instantly that of course there is no hope. One by one their hands have all 
come down” (81). “I was one of those who’d raised hers,” Johnson writes—“The 
received wisdom of 1953” (81). 
This space of higher learning is not the only source of Johnson’s confinement. 
Her parental household concretizes her spatial limitations and represents the mechanisms 
of Johnson’s sexual containment. The enforcement of strict sexual standards emerges 
early in Johnson’s memoir. As a child of ten venturing along Riverside Drive, Johnson 
explains, “I was never allowed to go by myself down the stone steps into the overgrown, 
weedy, wilder regions of the park, which my mother […] called Down Below, just as she 
did an otherwise unnamed region of my body” (7). Johnson’s mother conflates spatial 
containment and sexual containment with one term, “Down Below,” refusing her 
daughter’s access to either, and even refusing specific language to discuss basic anatomy. 
By designating such geographic space off limits, Johnson’s mother only makes the area 
more appealing to her daughter. Johnson tells readers, “The unparkliness of Down Below 
attracted me. One day I broke the rules” (8), which anticipates Johnson’s curiosity about 
and defiance against other behavioral codes.  
Unintentionally pushing the limits of 1950s propriety, Johnson composes a letter 
to a friend that exaggerates her encounter with a young man. When Johnson’s parents 
discover and misinterpret the letter, they react with horror at the presumed loss of their 
daughter’s virginity. Confrontation, accusation, and disgust comprise her parents’ 




This extreme reaction serves as a revelation for Johnson: Among her parents and under 
their roof, any expression of her sexuality—enacted or invented on paper—would be 
deemed illicit. To enter into realized sexuality would require an exit from the home of her 
upbringing. 
However, for Johnson, leaving the home of her parents becomes more than an act 
of teenage rebellion, more than a need to experiment. The spaces outside her everyday 
life are everything that her home life is not—they represent a greater reality: “Real Life 
was not to be found in the streets around my house, or anywhere on the Upper West Side, 
for that matter” (30). Johnson elaborates: 
Real Life was sexual. Or rather, it often seemed to take the form of sex. 
This was the area of ultimate adventure, where you would dare or not dare. 
It was much less a question of desire. Sex was like a forbidden castle 
whose name could not even be spoken around the house, so feared was its 
power. Only with the utmost vigilance could you avoid being sucked into 
its magnetic field. The alternative was to break into the castle and take its 
power for yourself. (30) 
Just as repression is tied to a specific location, Johnson uses spatial terms and habitats to 
situate freedom and self-empowerment. Sex and sexuality is an “area”; it is a “forbidden 
castle.” Moreover, then, sexuality—and the spaces in which sexual freedom reside—
become loci for resistance. For Johnson, leaving home turns into a quest for identity, for 
“Real Life,” but also, ultimately for agency. Having a space of one’s own to experience 




Moreover, it is a power that has been silenced by the dominant culture’s values. Seeking 
a freer sexual expression serves as the author’s subversion of Containment.  
Such subversion, however, came with risks, particularly in a society whose 
solution to the problem of female sexuality was to refuse to acknowledge it. In an essay 
reflecting on life in the 1950s and the women of the Beat generation, Johnson describes 
the taboo surrounding nonmarital female sexuality: “For unmarried young women sex 
was more than adventure, more than a broadening of experience; it was a high risk act 
with sometimes fatal consequences” (“Beat Women” 212). Johnson, who herself 
underwent an illegal abortion, was quite familiar with the high risk of having sex in a 
atmosphere where basic information, let alone birth control, was so difficult to come by: 
“To get a diaphragm at the Margaret Sanger Clinic, an unmarried woman would have to 
appear wearing a wedding ring purchased at the Five and Ten and be prepared to fill out a 
form detailing the number of times she had intercourse with her fictitious husband” 
(“Beat Women” 213). She recalls the secrecy surrounding sex, the way in which single 
women were “protected” from even knowing about it: “‘Don’t discuss your marriage 
with your classmates,’ a friend of mine who married at nineteen was warned by a dean at 
her college” (“Beat Women” 213).  
Johnson’s personal experiences reflect sexual containment on a national scale. 
Birth control and restricted access to contraception became a means for dictating the 
proper performance of Cold War womanhood and sexuality. As May reports, 
“[C]ontraception in the postwar years encouraged scientific family planning, rather than 
premarital sexual experimentation or alternatives to motherhood for women. American 




sure that birth control technology would encourage marriage and family life” (144). As 
far as it helped the heterosexual married couple achieve the ideal nuclear family, the use 
of contraception could be acceptable. Birth control was not designated for non-
monogamous or non-marital sexual encounters, however.  
By stigmatizing abortion and making it illegal, Containment exerted control over 
women and enforced their participation in social standards. According to May, while the 
proper use of birth control could aid in creating and maintaining the ideal 1950s family, 
abortion, on the other hand, “[threatened] sexual morality and family life” (145). May 
goes on to explain, “The weight of public opinion was on the side of reproduction: 
Women who have sex should be married, and married women should have babies. 
Medical advances in contraception might assist that effort, but abortion represented a 
threat to the family-planning ideal” (146). The danger Johnson faced in her risky, illegal 
abortion was, in dominant society’s view, a way of “punish[ing] the immoral” (145). 
Disillusioned by the life mapped out for young women growing up in postwar 
U.S.-America, Johnson began resisting Containment at an early age. The spatial 
manifestations of Johnson’s oppression—the family and parental household, higher 
education—anticipated a rebellion that would play out in spatial terms, as well. 
According to cultural geographer Peter Jackson in his discussion of culture and ideology 
within a larger framework of “maps of meaning,” hegemonic power entails the 
persuasion of “subordinate classes” to act in accordance with dominant “moral, political 
and cultural values,” accepting them as the “natural” state (53). Yet, resistance to such 
power “often takes a specifically territorial form” (Jackson 62).  For Johnson and Beats 




For Johnson resistance involved distancing herself from her parents’ home, 
temporarily at first, and then ultimately for good. In the spring of 1949, at the age of 
thirteen, Johnson began searching out “bohemia.” Her quest found her climbing onto a 
bus bound for Greenwich Village. She discovered, on the other end of her journey, 
Washington Square Park and the Waldorf Cafeteria, places always brimming with “artists, 
poets, communists and anarchists, guitar-pickers, jailbirds, scavengers” (39). For the 
remainder of her adolescence, Johnson would spend Sunday afternoons “moving back 
and forth between antithetical worlds separated by subway rides” (41). Although 
Johnson’s “worlds” may be mere neighborhood divisions of Manhattan, the two spheres 
represent distinct spaces: one connoting adventure (30), camaraderie (20), and freedom 
(102), the other representing joylessness (30), loneliness (20), and containment (92). 
In Ross Wetzsteon’s Republic of Dreams: Greenwich Village, the American 
Bohemia, 1910-1960, a description of the area pertains to the Beat response to the Village: 
The Village has held such a mythic place in the American imagination that 
it has often served as kind of iconographic shorthand. A novelist only 
needed to write ‘then she moved to the Village’ to evoke an entire set of 
assumptions—she’s a bit rebellious, artistically inclined, sexually 
emancipated, and eager to be on her own…. It is the magnet that attracts 
young men and women from all across America to assert their 
independence. It is the refuge for social misfits. It is the home of poseurs, 
eccentrics, and drifters, and a romantic alternative to mainstream society. 




Bohemia seemed to signify these things for Johnson, as well, when she moved out 
of her parents’ home and into a small maid’s room on Amsterdam Avenue. She had taken 
a secretarial job with a publishing company to finance this autonomy. Johnson writes, 
“With the first paycheck from my new job, I’d bought an unpainted rocking chair, a small 
desk, two sheets, and a poster of Picasso’s Blue Boy—the furnishings of my first freedom” 
(Minor 101). Here, renting an apartment, having a space of her own, is Johnson’s “first 
freedom” as she breaks away from her parents’ care. On the surface, perhaps, leaving her 
parents’ home seems like a small expression of independence. But as Johnson explains 
that for her and those around her, such moves were pioneering. Of the few around her 
who were making the same moves Johnson writes, “We were very young and we were in 
over our heads. But we knew we had done something brave, practically historic. We were 
the ones who had dared to leave home” (xxxiii). And in fact, in the 1950s, with such 
narrow definitions of womanhood, leaving home was quite a blow to the status quo.  
Johnson’s decision to leave home reflects her refusal of the patriarchy in her 
parental home and the sexual containment it entailed. Once she had established her 
autonomy in the small city apartment, Johnson began to embrace fully all aspects of her 
liberation. Part of Johnson’s Beat rebellion off the road is the community of bohemians 
that she joins. Johnson finds solace among the Beat figures she meets through friend 
Elise Cowen and her romantic interest Barnard professor Alex Greer. Visiting with their 
circle of friends, Johnson discovers “a vision of community into which [she] 
somehow…fit” (118), a “new kind of family” (121). Spatially manifested in the 
apartment of Professor Alex Greer, Johnson describes the locus of “the community”: “It 




was never locked. You never knew whom you’d find there. Psychologists, Dixieland jazz 
musicians, poets, runaway girls, a madman named Carl Solomon whom an old Columbia 
classmate of Alex’s, Allen Ginsberg, had met in a psychiatric ward” (59). 
Her membership in this community solidifies further when reading John Clellon 
Holmes’s “This Is the Beat Generation.” In Holmes’s writing, Johnson recognizes the 
men who populate Forty-second street and Greer’s apartment, “that bottled eagerness for 
talk, for joy, for excitement, for sensation, for new truths” (qtd. in Minor 70). “Wasn’t 
this ‘bottled eagerness’ exactly what we felt?” Johnson asks for women like herself and 
for Cowen (Minor 70). Different from the “oppressive blandness” among other youth of 
the 1950s, Johnson has found the eagerness and kindred spirits among the Beats. Unlike 
her peers, enclosed by Containment, Johnson’s space in bohemia feels open, liberating, 
complete. Even though Johnson’s Beat rebellion did not take place on the road, finding 
community from her stationary position in bohemia helped her construct an identity 
against U.S. norms. 
In his analysis on Beat spaces, scholar Robert Holton discusses the trend: “It is 
important to emphasize the sense that these anomic spaces were valuable not solely as 
spaces of individual eccentricity, but more importantly as sites of reconstructed 
community” (23). While Holton’s analysis goes on to highlight the experience of Sal 
Paradise, narrator of Kerouac’s On the Road, not all Beat rebellions took the form of 
transcontinental journeys. In fact, scholar Simon Rycroft writes that many Beat realities 
reflected a lifestyle rooted to one area. Rycroft’s discussion identifies several of the major 
North American counterculture enclaves—New York, Los Angeles, Denver, San 




those unable to take to the adventure-ridden “road.” He explains that among those for 
whom “mobility was not an option […] the beat experience was a sedentary one and 
enclaves in many American cities were characterized by the beat lifestyle of jazz, coffee, 
Benzedrine and poetry” (426). In these spaces, adherence to the Beat ethos qualified their 
membership in the movement: “The defining characteristic of these spaces was that of an 
intellectual, spiritual and poetic revolt which sought to redefine the cultural politics of 
everyday life” (426). For Rycroft, this non-road resistance is the preferred rebellion of the 
non-affluent (426). However, his analysis also applies to other Beats for whom recourse 
had to be found in stationary spaces. Namely, women, whose obstacle was the dominant 
culture’s prescribed roles and social codes for their gender, should be seen as subversive 
despite immobility. 
With financial independence, sexual freedom, new space, and new community, 
Johnson finds herself awash with new experiences. Among them, Allen Ginsberg 
introduces her to writer Jack Kerouac. On their first date, Johnson joins Kerouac at a 
diner, and eventually he admits that he cannot pay. She reflects, “I say, ‘Look, that’s all 
right. I have money. Do you want me to buy you something to eat?’” (Minor 127). After 
she treats Kerouac to dinner, Johnson reflects, “I’ve never bought a man dinner before. It 
makes me feel very competent and womanly” (127). That paying for Kerouac’s meal 
leads Johnson to feel “womanly” contradicts the postwar gender roles, which designate 
men as breadwinners, as providers for women. Her secretarial job and apartment in the 
Village, then, not only mean that Johnson will be freer to express herself sexually, but 
they also mean that she will be able to support herself and others, financially. Both are 




Johnson’s employment and financial independence is not a performance of middle 
class 1950s masculinity, however. Instead of trading the domestic sphere for the 
corporate office, Johnson has aspirations that speak of her Beatness. For instance, her 
perspective on her career demonstrates the lack of value she places on permanence and 
advancement: “I know that getting another job in publishing doesn’t sound to you like a 
very radical step,” she writes to Kerouac, “but the point is that this is just a nice, quiet job 
that won’t lead anywhere—and I don’t care! Now I can look at a job as something that 
pays the rent, keeps me alive—nothing more, and I can get up and walk out of it if I want 
to!” (Kerouac and Johnson 9).  
When Robert Giroux, editor and chief at Farrar, Straus, and Cudahy, offers 
Johnson a position as his assistant—a notable promotion for a woman in 1957—she 
declines, determined instead to continue work on her own novel and to court the idea of 
joining Kerouac in Mexico: “I decided—casting my ballot on the side of art and love,” 
she writes (Minor 173). Thus, work for Johnson remains a means to an end aimed at 
sustaining her Beat lifestyle, not at provoking a “rise from the secretarial ranks” as 
promoted by 1950s corporate consumer culture (Kerouac and Johnson 46). Despite 
approaching Beat life from a different angle than their male counterparts, the core 
attitudes of Beat women and men were quite similar. 
While Johnson and Kerouac share similar attitudes, their realities differ. 
Containment intervened to dictate which spaces each gender could easily traverse. 
Johnson never had the to chance to travel with Kerouac. Although they made 
arrangements for her to visit him in San Francisco and Mexico, none of their plans ever 




Kerouac allowed her more adventure than she would have known according to typical 
‘50s femininity. In one particular episode described in Minor Characters, readers see the 
way that Johnson’s Beat world broadens her realm of experience. When Johnson sees 
Kerouac off at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, Containment limitations for women come up 
against Beats’ refusal of them:  
The dark had come down over the river like thick black velvet. Here and 
there at the ends of dead-end streets were dim taverns all brown inside, 
with dock workers and sailors steadily drinking under yellow lights. There 
were no women in this nighttime world. Steam was coming out of the 
stacks of motionless freighters. It rose in startling whiteness against the 
black sky. I’d never seen anything like it before. It was strange to think 
that because of my sex I’d probably never see any of this again, and would 
probably never have seen it at all if it hadn’t been for Jack. (138-9) 
The foreword to Minor Characters tells readers, “Johnson never hitchhiked or 
bused around the Americas; she never made the journeys on which Kerouac’s art fed. 
Instead, the road of Beat women became, in Johnson’s words, ‘the strange lives we were 
leading’” (xix). 
While Johnson’s resistance did not involve the transience of Kerouac’s rebellion, 
her presence in the Beat scene served as opposition to the dominant ideals. Participating 
in a counterculture that challenged the widely accepted value of conformity for 
conformity’s sake contributed to the real subversiveness of the Beats—particularly 




While Johnson’s work as a secretary was a merely a means to her independence, 
she, nonetheless, had hopes of becoming a writer. Within her Beat circle, she found great 
inspiration. Moreover, she found encouragement and mentorship through Kerouac. More 
than an influence on Johnson’s lifestyle and writing, Johnson points to the wide 
publication of books like On the Road as a “catalyst” for feminism (Minor xv). She 
explains,  
On the Road was prophecy, bringing the news of the oncoming, 
unstoppable sexual revolution—the revolution that would precede and 
ultimately pave the way for women’s liberation. It was a book that dared 
to show that men too were fed up with their traditional roles. It suggested 
that you could choose—choose to be unconventional, choose to 
experiment, choose to open yourself up to a broad range of experience, 
instead of simply duplicated the lifestyle of your parents. (“Beat Women” 
216)  
Even though, according to Johnson, On the Road serves as a model for rebellion 
and as an impetus for the budding women’s movement, perhaps more directly, Johnson’s 
own writing fulfills those roles. Instead of re-mapping Sal Paradise’s rebellion for a 
woman’s experience, Johnson’s novel requires no reimagining of the protagonist. 
Moreover, it more carefully captures the realities of Beat womanhood during 
Containment. Ultimately, both Johnson’s fiction and her self-writing present to readers 
the lifestyle of a female Beat, offering greater possibilities for women with new images 




Come and Join the Dance: New Directions for 1950s Womanhood 
Johnson’s novel, Come and Join the Dance, published in 1962, was influenced by 
her experiences as and with the Beats. Thus just as Johnson herself carved out new 
versions of 1950s womanhood, her novel, too, offers a fresh female Beat protagonist. 
Come and Join the Dance “creates an alternative to traditional postwar femininity” by 
portraying a protagonist that was neither among “college ‘girls’ pursuing their ‘M-R-S’ 
degree” nor among the anonymous and silent women of the Beat generation as they were 
often represented (R. Johnson 82). “Ultimately,” Beat scholar Ronna C. Johnson argues, 
“the novel delivers female dissidents from oppressive restrictions assigned to women in 
both hipster and establishment cultures and consequently renovates masculinist Beat 
discourse” (82).  
Johnson began writing Come and Join the Dance in 1956, publishing it in 1962. 
The novel centers on a young female protagonist, Susan Leavitt, a middle-class New 
York college woman, who at the start of the novel, walks out of her final college 
examination on the male-saturated canon. “Melville was unimportant and all the other 
questions were unimportant and had nothing to do with what was really going to happen,” 
she decided (4). What was really going to happen in Susan’s life involved the new 
“outlaws” with whom she had recently begun to associate. Her friends Kay, Anthony, and 
Peter represented the gritty and adventurous life Susan had been longing for, the life that 
her sheltered experiences until then had not allowed. The novel witnesses the breakdown 
of the values Susan had previously held: She breaks up with her doting but boring 
boyfriend, Jerry, and she disappoints her parents by failing to graduate due to one 




chaos of Beatdom—sordid Beat bars and apartments, fast cars, challenging ideas, new 
sexual experiences—first with Anthony, then with Peter. At the novel’s closing, Susan 
decides to leave both her old life and her new Beat life in New York. Embarking on a trip 
to Paris, Susan goes off alone to “join the dance.” 
Johnson’s decision to direct her protagonist to Paris parallels the author’s own 
needs: to find a room of her own. Throughout the novel, neither the spaces of 
Containment nor the spaces of Beatdom fully satisfy Susan’s restlessness. She rejects the 
life of college and marriage and takes up with the more exciting outlaws. Yet, she 
ultimately discovers that the path that her bohemian friends have taken continue to leave 
her looking for more, as well. Realizing that she must map out her own rebellion, Susan 
leaves New York bohemia behind, as well. For Susan, the unworn path to Paris is the 
road she must take. 
Throughout Come and Join the Dance, Susan struggles with indecision and a lack 
of confidence about her life’s direction. She represents the two sides of her experience in 
juxtaposed worlds. Her old life, comprised of her education, her boyfriend, and her 
parents, occupy New York’s lifeless “square” spaces. Her new life, swirling around Kay, 
Anthony, and Peter, take place in the inconspicuous bohemian underground all around 
her. In many senses, then, Johnson’s novel is a contrast in Containment and Beat spaces. 
Susan attempts to negotiate her life through these spaces, but ultimately decides on the 
space unexplored. Ultimately, both spaces have already been mapped for Susan, and she 
has examined what each has to offer. Instead, Susan chooses Paris, and in a sense, 




The Containment space of Susan’s college and dorm behind a “green wooden 
wall [that] shut the college off from the street where cars, unseen, rushed and moaned 
past” (3).  From the gymnasium where she took her final exam, Susan looked out the 
“steel grillwork on the…windows divided the lawn…into squares” (3). The wall and the 
grillwork characterize the college as a prison for Susan. As she stares at her blank test she 
implicitly rejects the canon and, more largely, her formal education. The space of the 
college is as divided from the “real world” as the contents of her exam. Neither 
accurately spoke to the life Susan cared to live.  
The spatial language Johnson uses to describe Susan’s boyfriend Jerry similarly 
positions him as symbol of Containment. For Susan, Jerry stood for the possibilities of a 
life of no interest to her: “The terrifying thing about Jerry was that he was someone she 
could marry—she could marry him and never have to go alone to Paris” (9). For Susan, 
marriage meant remaining stationary. In fact, as the two stand on the street discussing 
their break up, Johnson writes, “It seemed to Susan as though everything were moving 
except them” (37). In a world of motion all around them, Jerry—and the future he 
represents—stand lifelessly still. 
The Beat spaces Susan encounters contrast markedly from the Containment 
spaces; for Susan the bohemian underground is both sordid and enticing. At Riverside 
Café and Schulte’s—the hangouts of Kay, Peter, and Anthony—Susan’s encounters 
reverse the normal order she finds in the square world. While having coffee with Peter for 
the first time, he admits, “Listen, Susan…I’m completely broke. I can’t even pay for your 
coffee. Does that matter?” (19). Like Johnson’s real life exchange with Kerouac, Susan 




 The Beats’ home spaces contrast from Susan’s dorm as well. Rather than being 
shut off from the outside, all life seems to take place in their apartments. Kay, for 
instance, stays at Southwick Arms Hotel, which is to Susan the “real world” (43). As 
Johnson describes, “Susan had always thought of [Southwick Arms] as a setting for those 
things that only happened at night: wild parties with beer bottles and jazz crashing into 
courtyards,… intense discussions in the community kitchens about whether anything 
really meant anything—all ending for her, arbitrarily, at one-thirty when the dorms 
locked up (42). When Susan and Kay visit Peter’s apartment, Susan imagines that all 
such spaces “assembled defiantly just for the time being and then neglected, because after 
all the arrangements were temporary” were all connected, “the same endless apartment” 
(51). For Susan then, the Beat pad, like the Beats themselves, exist in one strange but 
alluring community—an entire universe unto themselves. “They were outlaws,” Susan 
imagines, “part of a mysterious underground brotherhood. How was it that she had 
suddenly become able to recognize them, thinking, There’s one, there’s another, the 
recognition instant and uncanny. ‘Screwed-up people,’ Jerry called them, seeing them all 
as casualties, those who would never ‘make it’” (62). Upon getting to know Susan, 
however, Anthony decides that she is another “one of the club” (57). Susan, on the other 
hand, feels like an imposter amongst the group: “[S]he was graduating a virgin, which 
was against all her principles” (47). Tired of being an “audience” to the action taking 
place before her, Susan determines, “It was time for her to move into the Southwick 
Arms Hotel” (47). 
 Her decision to “move into the Southwick Arms Hotel,” however, is merely a 




what Susan imagines will transform her into a real member of the club. She decides to 
sleep with Anthony for the first time. At first, this encounter seems as though it will open 
doors to worlds Susan has not before had access to. Johnson writes of the aftermath of 
their affair, “[Anthony] had so many plans. He was going to show her things she had 
never seen before, reveal the city to her. ‘Have you ever seen shipyards at night? Have 
you ever seen white steam coming out of smokestacks with the sky pitch dark? It’s 
terrific! Tomorrow night we’ll go to the Brooklyn Navy Yard!’’ (89). Foiling Anthony’s 
excitement, and her first step toward carving out her own path apart from these well-trod 
Beat spaces, Susan thinks that she would rather be alone (89). Reversing tropes of female 
over-attachment, Susan explains that she doesn’t love Anthony (91): ““It had nothing to 
do with you,” she tells him. “It was an experiment” (93). Here, Johnson inverts the 
gendered discourse surrounding sexuality and relationships: The female protagonist does 
not seek marriage or commitment at all, nor is she passive or silent about her motives. 
 Male access to spaces otherwise out of bounds for women—Anthony’s entry to 
the shipyards, for instance—features elsewhere throughout the novel. Peter’s car, for 
example, symbolizes a mobile Beat space unlike the stationary bar and apartment spaces. 
Peter’s car, Johnson writes, “seemed to be more than just a car to him” (19). In fact, “In 
an odd way, Peter’s car was the place where he really lived—he only inhabited his 
apartment” (73). Unlike the Beat apartments Susan visits, which are static spaces offset 
from the Containment outside, Peter’s car seems dynamic. The travelling Beat space 
confronts Containment directly, penetrating spaces of normativity and with deviant speed 




When the four go for a joyride, Susan’s Containment and Beat inner worlds 
collide: “‘I don’t want to get killed,’ she said, but she almost shouted ‘Drive faster!’ She 
wanted to ride in the front seat with Peter into night and emptiness, to a place where all 
the clocks had stopped and no one cared” (76). Confronting her own perpetuation of 
normativity, Susan begins to realize and articulate something different for herself—a 
different womanhood than those familiar Cold War images. As the group drives through 
the brick apartment-lined avenues of Washington Heights, Peter baits Susan: “You be a 
good girl, Susan, and they might let you live up here. You could have a living room with 
wall-to-wall carpeting and a dishwashing machine” (75). “I don’t want to be a good girl,” 
Susan responds (75). 
Until this time, propriety has limited her scope of interaction. Moreover, from her 
education and her romantic relationships, and from external pressures from her parents to 
internalized uncertainty of her own place in the world, Susan has allowed herself to 
remain cut off from experience. As Johnson writes, “New York was a comfortable size—
only six blocks long” (13). Throughout the novel, Susan has exhibited an ambivalence 
about the direction her life will take. Her small and enclosed world keeps her weighing 
her options, although neither choice ever seems to resonate: “Should she go uptown? 
Should she go downtown? She had no reason, no desire to go in either direction” (15). 
Even when Susan is in her Beat spaces, she expresses a listlessness that suggests her 
search for more. Johnson writes, “Sitting in Schulte’s with Anthony, she could not take 
her eyes off the street. And yet it was funny, she thought—if she had been outside at that 
moment, she would have been staring in, at the tables, the people, probably at Anthony” 




instead. She considers treading the Beat path worn by her new circle of friends. She tells 
Kay, “I thought maybe I won’t go to Paris. I might even take a room in [Southwick Arms] 
hotel” (115). However, like Peter’s car, which makes Susan confront what she wants 
from her life, Kay’s room brings her to similar realizations. “This is a room she never 
could have lived in,” she admits (156). 
Susan begins to see cracks in the walls of both Containment and Beat spaces, 
which compel her toward her final gesture of Beat autonomy. First, Susan is witness to 
Kay’s drunken observation, “My walls are green just like the Riverside’s. The same 
green’—her voice rose—‘the same green walls. All the walls in my life are the same 
color” (157). In essence, then, these Beat spaces exhibit a well-worn pattern, just as 
Containment spaces do. This continuity will lead Susan to her ultimate conclusion: 
Mapping out her own path, leaving for Paris, is the only answer to her restlessness. 
While Peter’s car introduces Susan to a new kind of Beat space, and a new 
version of Beat freedom, the protagonist also comes to realize the limitations of this 
vehicle. After dropping off a drunk Kay, Peter and Susan decide to go for a nighttime ride 
together. Susan imagines that the world has changed as the sense of liberation washes 
over her: “The night had transfigured the road—the highway her parents had traveled a 
few hours ago—now, for her, a road without end, without even landmarks….She was 
traveling fast, she was riding through the center of the night—she was with Peter, next to 
him, and yet alone” (159). Although she was with Peter and in his car, the road was hers; 
she embarked on this journey alone. Peter’s car begins to fail on them, however, and he 
decides he will sell it later that day. Susan is surprised that Peter would let go of such a 




apartment, Susan’s initial impression of Peter’s car may not be fully on point. Perhaps 
Peter’s car had no value because it only traced the roads of an already carved path. In a 
discussion of his failed marriage earlier in the novel, Peter explains “I couldn’t stand 
being married. Couldn’t fall asleep at night. I’d get up, go out” (149). Susan asked Peter 
where he would go on such nights. “What differences does it make where I went,” he 
responded. “What a question!” (149). While Peter was eager to go, it seemed he never 
had a destination in mind. Even with his car, Peter’s world was not much larger than 
Susan’s six blocks.  
In the end, just as she could marry Jerry and avoid Paris, she could stay with Peter 
and avoid Paris. The novel closes as she leaves from a romantic night together with Peter. 
Like her encounter with Anthony, Susan does not read this experience as a sign of 
commitment. Instead, she leaves carless, directionless Peter alone in his apartment and 
sets off for Paris. This decision signals a realization Susan has about her options: Only by 
carving out her own path will she find the space she seeks. 
Conclusion 
When Johnson took a room of her own in 1955, it was the first step toward 
confronting the limitations she faced. Her memoir Minor Characters relates the various 
mouthpieces and manifestations of Containment. From her Barnard professor to her 
parents, Johnson experienced restricted possibilities. From regulated sexuality to 
roadblocked movement, Johnson met the barriers of 1950s womanhood. At the same time, 
however, her memoir also reveals approaches for challenging those constraints. After she 
moved out of her parents’ home, new spaces in Johnson’s life introduced her to kindred 




writer. Ultimately, Johnson enacted a female Beat rebellion from a stationary position 
that extended possibilities for women like her. 
 Taking a room of her own also recalls Johnson’s place in a tradition of feminist 
efforts. An allusion to Virginia Woolf’s pioneering essay, Johnson’s room reminds 
readers of the necessity of her endeavors in a larger feminist enterprise. Like Woolf who 
exposed institutional forces that kept women from achieving at the rate of their male 
counterparts, Johnson’s encounters with Containment limited the scope of her own 
resistant efforts. 
 Also like Woolf, Johnson countered this effort through writing. In finding a room 
of her own, Johnson found space to write toward greater potential for rebellion. In Come 
and Join the Dance, Johnson develops a protagonist who ultimately engages an on-the-
road rebellion, locating her own Beat rebellion in Paris via her own path. Such an 
experience was unknown Johnson and many of the female Beats like her; adventures on 
the road remained largely the territory of men. Johnson challenges these limitations by 
authoring a female protagonist and, in doing so, a model for female readers. In her own 
life, Johnson demonstrates a rejection of Containment’s restrictive gender codes. Finally, 
through the figure of Susan Leavitt, Johnson proposes women carve out their own spaces 
for rebellion.  
 In June 2014, Open Road Media published Come and Join the Dance for the first 
time since its original printing in 1962. This event confirms that Beat history continues to 
be written. Johnson has contributed to this record with texts such as Come and Join the 
Dance and Minor Characters. She brings to the narrative female models of rebellion, 




articulation of 1950s womanhood. Johnson helps construct the spaces of resistance—
whether a maid’s room in New York or a journey to Paris—where Beat autonomy and 




CHAPTER 5. BACK ON THE BEAT ROAD:  
RETURNING LU ANNE HENDERSON TO CRITICAL DISCOURSE 
Lu Anne Henderson, arguably the first female Beat to go on the road, should 
figure significantly in considerations of the Beats and of female road experiences. 
Henderson began travelling with Neal Cassady soon after their marriage in 1946; and in 
1948, she joined Cassady and Jack Kerouac on their cross-country excursion, becoming 
an integral part of the journey that would inspire On the Road. Along with Cassady and 
Kerouac, Henderson’s Beat rebellion would galvanize the countless hitchhiked road trips 
taken by the generations to follow. Despite her influence, Henderson’s presence in these 
early adventures often fades into the background in narratives of the Beats and of the 
road. Beat criticism and theories on the geographies of gender, for instance, distort or 
ignore Henderson’s place on the road and in On the Road—a complicated place that 
Henderson has addressed and that Kerouac intended to represent complexly. By returning 
to primary sources such as interviews with Henderson and Kerouac’s novel, this female 
Beat emerges as a foil to a succession of inaccurate representations. These primary and 
secondary texts exist in unresolved tension, calling for a re-examination of Henderson’s 
part in the Beat road. 
Careful application of Henderson’s example broadens Beat narratives and 
complicates theories of gendered space; but, moreover, through her example one can 




mechanisms that shaped Henderson’s Containment, Beat, and road experiences, are the 
same systems that keep her from Beat histories, literary analyses, and from consideration 
in theories of gendered space. Restoring Henderson to the Beat road—inserting her voice 
into the Beat historical narrative and rereading On the Road—prepares a sounder 
foundation for thinking about the Beats and offers a reformulated feminist take on 
gendered geographies no longer based in insufficient paradigms. Further, this recovery 
demonstrates the necessity of such analysis—to correct a pattern of omission that 
traverses multiple arenas of critical discourse.  
Recent scholarship reflects strides and missteps toward a more accurate and 
comprehensive Beat narrative. Brenda Knight, for instance, included Henderson in her 
pioneering collection of female Beat biographies and excerpts, Women of the Beat 
Generation. However, Henderson’s biography is a brief, two-paragraph graphic set 
within a more developed section on Carolyn Cassady—artist, Beat memoirist, and Neal 
Cassady’s second wife, with whom he had an affair while married to Henderson. 
Identifying Henderson only briefly and alongside C. Cassady implicitly defines both 
women according to their relationship to the male Beat, and emphasizes the “love triangle” 
all too often trotted out in discussions of N. Cassady’s wild and virile ways. More 
recently, Gerald Nicosia’s The One and Only provides the first published full-length 
interview with Henderson, and epilogues to the interview describe Henderson’s cultural 
influence. While Nicosia brings attention to and provides new primary source material 
for a significant member of the Beat Generation, the author has been accused of using 
Henderson as another “vehicle” for learning about the men of the Beat Generation, 




(Grace). Nicosia is not the first Beat biographer to position Henderson in this way: The 
few other notable interviews with Henderson appear in Tom Christopher’s Neal Cassady: 
A Biography and Barry Gifford’s Jack’s Book: An Oral Biography of Jack Kerouac. 
While each of the aforementioned Beat biographers do well to include Henderson in their 
work on the Beats, none effectively recover Henderson from her marginalization, and, in 
fact, may perpetuate her sidelining. 
Similarly, critical studies of the road space and road narratives leave out female 
Beats like Henderson and misrepresent the Beat road. These same studies offer useful 
analyses of the gendered road space, explicating the complicated nature of female road 
travel, as well as the potential site of resistance that the gendered road serves as. However, 
in setting up their examinations of the road space, many of these studies describe the Beat 
road as existing only for On the Road characters Sal and Dean. Scholars represent female 
Beats, on the other hand, as domestically-bound victims of Kerouac’s sexism. For 
Alexandra Ganser, author of Roads of Her Own, Beats on the road contradict women’s 
experiences in female-authored road narratives. When Ganser looks at On the Road, she 
does not see Henderson’s road experiences as depicted through Marylou; instead Ganser 
acknowledges only Sal and Dean as the only occupants of the road. Women stay at home 
as “beaten wives” or with “brief stints in the backseat” as “beat chicks” (45). Similarly, in 
her essay “Men and Women on the Move,” Jessica Enevold describes On the Road as “a 
series of road adventures of two young men, Sal Paradise and Dean Moriarty” (407). For 
cultural geographers Janet Wolff and Timothy Cresswell, the Beat Generation seems to 
enact the private/public, female/male spatial paradigm: The men of the Beat Generation 




“Mobility as Resistance”). For Ganser, Enevold, Cresswell, and Wolff, the Beats are an 
odious example of the masculinized road, often functioning as a last macho breath before 
female intervention in contemporary configurations of the road. Each author does 
important work to unravel the gendered road; however in their work, distortions of On 
the Road, oversimplifications of Kerouac’s Marylou, and binary framing of the Beat road 
means their conclusions rest on false premises. While these authors introduce useful 
approaches, re-examining Henderson’s role in paradigms of space will provide a more 
comprehensive model for analyzing the gendered road. 
Ultimately, exploring the relationship between Henderson’s experiences and 
misrepresentations of those experiences in Beat and road critical studies helps locate the 
origins of Henderson’s chronic omission from multiple narratives. Rather than keeping 
her off the road, the sexist contexts of Henderson’s adventures simply left her role among 
the Beats undervalued and her mobility unrecognized. The patriarchal climates of 
Containment, the Beats, and the 1950s road trivialized women and ignored their cultural 
presence and influence. The sociologies and literary criticism of the Beats that 
immediately followed rarely concerned themselves with gender. Contemporary studies 
and histories all too often took these absences at face value. In more recent decades, 
when the geographies of gender became a more contested topic, scholars often saw the 
dearth of female Beats as evidence of the sexist era and proof of women’s homebound 
existence. Instead, these absences reflect a confluence of phenomena that have concealed 
women’s experiences and contributions. As a result, the Beat road remains a male space 




In an essay that describes the consequences of using gendered metaphors of travel, 
Wolff provides some background into the consequences of the gendered public, road 
space, suggesting that “[t]he ideological construction of ‘woman’s place’ works to render 
invisible, problematic, and in some cases impossible, women ‘out of place’” (234). 
Henderson and other female Beats like her, as Wolff’s work suggests, have been rendered 
invisible due to the gendering of space. However, gendered space is not the only reality 
that contributes to female Beat marginalization. While examining the gender binary that 
seems to dictate the road experience can help explain some of Henderson’s experience, 
probing her neglect across sites of inquiry—in literature, history, and studies of space and 
mobility, for instance—give a better picture of the problem. Henderson has been rendered 
invisible not only by the gendered road, but also by gendered Beat and Containment 
cultures. Scholarship replicates these omissions by examining only certain of the 
gendered sites that Henderson and the female Beats faced. Until now, scholars addressing 
only particular pieces of the puzzle in fact have contributed to omissions, which stem 
from an inaccurate treatment of the problem. Acknowledging how all of these gendered 
sites layer upon one another, and considering this phenomenon in a singular analysis of 
Henderson’s experience revises contemporary formulations of the Beats and the road and 
offers a model for comparable investigation. 
Assembling the Layers: Henderson’s Road Experience in Historical-Cultural Context 
Culture is etched onto and communicated through space. Timothy Cresswell 
explores this relationship in In Place/out of Place: Geography, Ideology, 
Transgression—an examination of the geographies of trangression. Cresswell argues, 




about what is right, just, and appropriate are transmitted through space and place” (8). 
The normativity Cresswell describes had specific spatial articulations during 
Containment; and the way that Containment subjects, including women and the Beats, 
interacted with these spaces is a response to geographically inscribed normativity. 
Henderson’s interactions with private and public spaces reflect the masculinized car 
culture, patriarchal Containment setting, and male-dominated Beat circle. 
Charles L. Sanford, defines car culture as “the cluster of beliefs, attitudes, 
symbols, values, behavior and institutions which have grown up around the manufacture 
and use of automobiles,” and finds that women largely have been absent from analyses of 
this phenomenon (138). Virginia Scharff confronts this problem in Taking the Wheel: 
Women and the Coming of the Motor Age, first describing the dominant narratives of 
gender and automobility. She explains that historically cars and mobility have been 
masculine terrain. According to popular belief, men reign as masters of automobile 
technology—understanding their machines, deftly navigating difficult roads and traffic 
(166). Moreover, metaphors for the relationship between men and cars capture the “erotic 
and emotional complexity” of the dynamic (166). Conversely, women figure as passive 
“accessories” within car culture, “seated next to driving husbands or boyfriends, or 
draped over auto bodies like hood ornaments” (167). Their poor driving skills and lack of 
mechanical knowledge leave them unreliable and overemotional behind the wheel (167). 
Ultimately Henderson endures masculinized car culture doubly both in her lived road 
experiences and in representations of those experiences.   
During Containment, normativity required a demonstrated citizenship that relied 




women occupied the private, domestic spaces, while upstanding men navigated public 
spaces. Containment’s gendered spaces have historical precedence in a constructed 
dichotomy that codes private spaces as confined and feminine, and public spaces as 
unbounded and masculine. Such a dichotomy notably gained ground with the economic 
and social shifts that accompanied the nineteenth century Industrial Revolution. The 
establishment of separate spheres that situated men in the public world of work and 
women in the private space of the domestic offered stability to the changing nature of 
white, middle-class American life. In this way, the booming 1950s economy coupled 
with the uncertainty of national safety encouraged Containment culture’s own articulation 
of separate spheres. 
Women were supposed to be in one place and men in another, divided carefully 
along gender. For women, following the dominant culture meant adhering to a certain 
domestic ideal. As Michael Davidson explains, this idea called for the “subordination of 
women to housekeeping and childrearing roles, when, only a few years earlier, they had 
entered the marketplace in unprecedented number as part of the war effort” (San 
Francisco 176). Women, thus, witnessed their career options dwindle, and found 
themselves relegated to the home environment—a disheartening step backward for many 
considering the potential to sustain the economy and the ability to thrive in the workplace 
women had confirmed during World War II. However, such repression occurred in the 
name of Containment culture, of course, and patriotic duty to the nation during the Cold 
War crisis. As May explains, “The implication, of course, was that self-supporting 
women were in some way un-American. Accordingly, anticommunist crusaders viewed 




marriage and motherhood comprised a woman’s proper role. In a culture of Containment 
the nuclear family underpinned the country’s success, and a well-behaved woman 
ensured the smooth performance of this component. Relegation to the private, domestic 
space was not just service to her family, but to her country. 
Men, on the other hand, engaged with the public sphere as breadwinners, using 
the Containment highway system for travelling to jobs in the city. Providing access to the 
urban areas of professional life, highways were further marked as the space of male 
breadwinners. Moreover, the military function of the highway furthered its masculine 
coding. Eisenhower’s efforts to construct an interstate highway system came after his 
evaluation of existing highway systems found “appalling inadequacies to meet the 
demands of catastrophe or defense, should an atomic war come” (qtd. in King and Vile 
47). The implementation of federal aid would solve this inadequacy in two ways: by 
giving the military a system of interconnected highways by which to mobilize troops, and 
by providing civilians with evacuation routes in the case of nuclear or other attacks. With 
connotations of nuclear threat and danger, the highway clearly was perilous and no place 
for women.  
Kerouac portrays the careful policing of Containment spaces in On the Road. On 
their way to New Orleans, police pull over a strange carload and soon take Dean 
[Cassady], Sal [Kerouac], Marylou [Henderson], and Ed Dunkel [Al Hinkle] to the police 
station. In this episode, the male Beats misuse the Containment highway, and the 
presence of a young woman in this public space poses added problem. Hoping to find 




space—the police used Marylou’s out-of-placeness against her male companions. 
Kerouac describes: 
There was a mean cop in there who took an immediate dislike to Dean; he 
could smell jail all over him. He sent his cohort outdoors to question 
Marylou and me privately. They wanted to know how old Marylou was, 
they were trying to whip up a Mann Act idea. But she had her marriage 
certificate. Then they took me aside alone wanted to know who was 
sleeping with Marylou. ‘Her husband,’ I said quite simply. (127) 14 
Unlike their breadwinning counterparts who use the highway for the performance of 
acceptable Cold War masculinity, the male Beats exploit the American road, assigning 
new meaning and potential to the space. Moreover, the woman in their presence, outside 
of her rightful domestic place, signals further deviance. Immediately, this “public woman” 
is sexually suspicious—an apparent prostitute in the company of such men.  
This scene has multiple implications for the Containment road. On the one hand, 
through the policing of the Containment highway, Kerouac depicts the conflation of 
gender roles, Cold War citizenship, and Containment spaces. On the other hand, this 
scene also reveals the Beat re-imagined road—inconsistent with Containment’s 
                                                
14 Kerouac’s mention of the “Mann Act” refers to the White Slave Traffic Act passed by 
Congress in 1910, that made it illegal to transport across state or international borders 
“any woman or girl for the purpose of prostitution or debauchery, or for any other 
immoral purpose” (Hendrickson 225). However, as David Langum’s comprehensive 
history of this piece of legislation demonstrates, the Mann Act “legislates morality.” He 
writes, “Some believe [the Mann Act] applies only to prostitutes; others, only to underage 
girls; still others, only to coerced, forced transportation. They are wrong. The Mann Act 
has been used to punish far broader sexual activities of an interstate character. Men have 
been imprisoned where the prohibited ‘immoral purpose’ involved purely consensual 




definitions, and therefore, with transgressive possibilities. Cresswell provides his own 
reading of the trangressive potential of Sal and Dean on the road. He explains, 
This mobility, expressed in the content and structure of the novel, was a 
geographical expression of discontent with the hegemonic culture of the 
United States in the nineteen fifties—a culture ensconced in the 
family/small-town/home-ownership nexus of the “American Dream.” 
While the hegemonic culture had its geography, so did the counter-
hegemonic alternatives. Mobility was a central part of this counter-
hegemonic geography. (“Mobility as Resistance” 257) 
Mobility is counter to Containment, then. As the Beats pushed the bounds of normative 
conduct through transgression and rebellion against Containment spaces, they confront 
dominant notions of acceptability, contesting and eventually changing those values. 
At the same time that the Beats reconfigure the road as a site for transgression, 
Henderson and her fictional counterpart Marylou experience gendered policing through 
her engagement with this site, as the aforementioned scene depicts. The police are not the 
only offenders when it comes to regulating Henderson/Marylou’s actions. While there are 
certain signs of progress in Henderson’s presence with Cassady, Kerouac, and others on 
the road, her sexualization and objectification by these same figures simultaneously 
indicates the unshakable grasp of Containment’s hold on women. The male Beats seem to 
have internalized Containment’s sexism and exhibit this phenomenon in attempts to 
control Henderson’s behaviors. And the sexism of Containment and of the Beats combine 




As Ganser observes, “Women taking to the road are frequently deemed to be 
erratic misfits, which is reflected in expressions like ‘streetwalker,’ ‘wayward girl,’ 
‘tramp,’ and ‘loose’ or ‘public’ woman, all of which connect female bodies, public space, 
and mobility, and (via the concomitant negative connotations) identify her as deviant, 
improper and out of place” (“Asphalt Frontier” 162). Notably, many of these terms have 
sexual connotations, and, accordingly, Marylou herself is described as a “whore” several 
times throughout On the Road by both Dean and Sal. At the novel’s start, for instance, 
Dean arrives at Sal’s door without his wife. Sal asks where Marylou is, and Dean 
explains that she had “whored a few dollars together and gone back to Denver, ‘the 
whore!’” (3). Sal sings the same refrain when he and Marylou find themselves abandoned 
by Dean in San Francisco. Marylou makes efforts to find work, food, and shelter for 
herself and Sal, reaching out to friends and connections she has in the city. Shortly, 
Marylou’s independence and resourcefulness are used against her. When Sal sees her get 
into a Cadillac, he assumes that a sex-for-necessities transaction is about to take place, 
and that he will be abandoned by Marylou as well. “I saw what a whore she was,” 
Kerouac writes (161).  
Real-life events in Henderson’s life inspired Kerouac’s fiction. Years later, 
Henderson defends her actions against Kerouac’s harsh words: “That's where Jack wrote: 
‘I stood in the doorway and watch her get into a Cadillac.’ But he didn't explain about 
how ‘she went out and tried to get a job and do something for us’; he didn't say anything 





However the male policing that Henderson/Marylou face are typical hindrances to 
women’s engagement in public space. As Mona Domosh and Joni Saegar explain, “It is 
hard to maintain patriarchal control over women if they have unfettered freedom of 
movement through space” (115). Accordingly, the instances in which Marylou meets 
sexual suspicion and shaming are those in which she’s moving: Marylou returns to 
Denver and gets into a Cadillac without Dean and Sal. While hardly unfettered movement, 
these moments do represent a break from the patriarchal ties she has to her male peers. 
When Henderson refuses to assume her proper role in the hierarchy, she is labeled a 
whore—a move by men grasping to reclaim their patriarchal control.   
Similarly, in On the Road, the Ginsberg character Carlo questions this woman-on-
the-road, echoing formulations of the female traveler as deviant.15 Kerouac describes 
Carlo, moving around his apartment making his apartment, making “semi-ironical 
speeches”: “‘I want to know what all this sitting around the house all day is intended to 
mean. What all this talk is and what you propose to do…. ‘Marylou, why are you 
traveling around the country like this and what are your womanly intentions concerning 
the shroud?’” (120). While capturing the tone of Ginsberg’s tongue-in-cheek mystic 
chiding, Carlo’s questions also reveal the sentiment toward women travelers. Such a 
question is asked only of Marylou, implying that her movement is a deviation. Moreover, 
that Carlo questions Marylou’s “womanly intentions” suggests that her suspect motives 
are distinctly gendered. Ginsberg and Carlo seem to voice larger cultural and Beat 
                                                
15	  Ginsberg biographer Bill Morgan reports that Ginsberg himself was not a fan of 
Henderson. Ginsberg’s hostility toward Henderson stemmed from jealousy but 
manifested as sexism. He felt Henderson was “vacuous” and, as Morgan reports it, 
Ginsberg became “irritated” by Henderson’s presence “when the men tried to have 




cultural sentiments: What is this woman doing among men? What is she doing on the 
road? 
In one way or another, Sal, Dean, and Carlo seem to project notions of 
public/private and male/female spatial paradigms onto Henderson’s experiences. Such 
paradigms are behind the construction of the road-as-dangerous and, therefore, no place 
for women, and its corollary, the construction of the home a woman’s secure setting. 
However, Ganser finds the “hegemonic construction of the American Road as a 
masculine territory in the second half of the 20th century” both significant and deliberate 
(“Asphalt Frontier” 160). And moreover, she calls the “idea that home, the place where 
woman ‘truly belongs,’ is always protective as a safe haven unfettered by cultural, social, 
and political issues” “illusory” (155).  
Henderson works against this problematic paradigm. Not only does she 
deconstruct narratives of the masculine road in her mere presence on the road, she also 
deconstructs narratives that frame the road as dangerous and the home as safe. Moreover, 
she disrupts popular retellings of the origins of the Beat Generation. Many histories of the 
Beats describe Henderson’s marriage to Cassady with a tone of scandal; Henderson was 
just sixteen to Cassady’s nineteen when they married and ran away together. On the 
surface this is a troubling detail about their relationship and could be taken as another 
example of the dangers that the road is to women. However, investigating Henderson’s 
background reveals a more complicated situation that adds nuance not just to her 
relationship with Cassady, but also to the nature of the spaces she inhabited.  
Henderson met Cassady in Denver, where both spent most of their youths, and 




home life. According to Cassady biographers Sanderson and Vickers, “LuAnne would 
never go into specific details, but she did say that things had become ‘uncomfortable’ for 
her at home, adding revealingly, ‘I automatically assumed it had to be my fault 
somewhere, and I was so frightened that my mother would find out and be hurt, and 
blame me, so I just started staying away from home” (53). Similarly, Al Hinkle “learned 
that the reason Lu Anne’s mom agreed to let her marry Cassady was that Lu Anne’s 
stepfather was pressuring her to have sex with him” (Nicosia and Santos 183). 
Upon entering her teen years, Henderson avoided her home, until she and two 
friends broke into a nearby cabin on a lark. The three young women were arrested, and 
Henderson was released into the custody of her mother and stepfather to remain under 
their close supervision. Concerned what the conditions of her release would mean for 
Henderson’s well-being, Cassady quickly obtained a marriage license. And with 
Henderson’s mother’s permission, the two were married. Neither Cassady nor Henderson 
had a reliable living situation, so began the part of Henderson’s life on the road.  
Henderson was arguably the first female Beat to go on the road, first out of 
necessity and later in pursuit of adventure. She describes to Nicosia, "We ran off without 
anyone even knowing, just took off hitchhiking, and we wound up in Sidney, Nebraska, 
where I had an aunt and uncle living” (56). In the months following their marriage, 
Henderson and Cassady moved from Denver to Henderson’s grandmother’s house in 
Peetz, Colorado; to Henderson’s aunt and uncle’s home in Sidney, Nebraska; and to the 
home of a lawyer and his wife in Sidney. Henderson lived as a maid for the lawyer and 
his wife, where she was paid twelve dollars a month in exchange for arduous physical 




one day to find his wife scrubbing the veranda in the snow, her hands turning blue from 
the cold. “That’s it!” he said, and later that night stole Henderson’s uncle’s car for the 
couple’s getaway (56). Their dream was to get to New York for adventure. They found 
such adventure, particularly in the road trip that the two took with Jack Kerouac, which 
became the inspiration for On the Road. 
This departure marked the beginning of Henderson’s role as co-navigator of many 
adventures on-the-road—agency that is rarely ascribed to this early female Beat. As 
Henderson describes, she and Cassady escaped into one of the worst snow storms of the 
year, and were driving with broken windshield wipers: “Neal wound up on the passenger 
side, driving with his left hand, looking out the window with this scarf tied around his 
head, and me looking out the driver side because all the windows were totally iced up – 
to see if anyone was following” (Nicosia and Santos 56–57). 
When they arrived in New York, through some of Cassady’s Denver connections 
who attended school at Columbia, the two began spending time among the Beats. Before 
long, facing the fear of legal trouble, Cassady moved to Hartford, Connecticut, and 
Henderson returned to Denver where her dangerous home life reared its head again. Even 
without Cassady in the same city, Henderson’s marriage kept her safe from harm. When 
her stepfather arrived at the hotel where she stayed, Henderson refused to return home. 
Her parents, then, brought the sixteen-year-old to juvenile court. According to Henderson, 
the judge determined, however, that “She’s a married woman and, as far as I can tell, 
she’s a perfectly capable and responsible young woman. And if I find either one of you 




Between her first encounters with the Beats and the events that would inspire 
Henderson’s adventures in On the Road, Cassady and Henderson’s marriage went 
through several tumultuous moments. Cassady returned to Denver, left for Texas, went to 
San Francisco and, in the meantime, took up with the woman who would become his 
second wife, Carolyn Robinson. Henderson followed the couple to San Francisco at 
Cassady’s pleading. However, when Robinson became pregnant, Cassady drove 
Henderson back to Denver for an annulment before she turned eighteen. Then, again, the 
two drove back to San Francisco. While in San Francisco, Henderson met and got 
engaged to a seaman, and when he went to sea, she returned once again to Denver. 
Shortly after, Cassady arrived in Denver  hoping to reunite with Henderson and to ask her 
to join him in a journey to New York. Henderson explains, “I said, ‘Okay, I’ll go with 
you, as long as you realize that I’m not getting involved with you again’.… But I told 
him, I said, ‘I’m going as a person, and not as your wife. I mean, it’s not going to be the 
way it was. This time, I’m going to have my own fun in New York’” (qtd. in Nicosia 
123). She continues, 
I thought a lot about why I even made a trip back to New York with him. I 
certainly didn't go with the expectation of getting married to him again. I 
went on that trip solely as an adventure. I remember talking to him half the 
night about it. Because he got to Denver about two o’clock in the morning; 
and when he came into the room and told me, ‘Pack your bags, we’re 
going to New York!’ I immediately said, ‘Of course.’ I loved to go 
anyway; I was always ready. I was like Neal in that respect – it didn’t take 




to know I wanted to go on my own terms. I wanted to go as my own 
person, and I was not going to go back to the same trap again. He was not 
going to be the boss, going here and there, and treating me as his 
property….[T]he point is, I was insistent. I mean, I was trying very hard to 
be independent of him. (qtd. in Nicosia and Santos 128) 
 Henderson met the adventure she sought: This trip back to New York marked the 
beginning of Henderson’s life that would be recorded in Kerouac’s On the Road. On their 
way to New York, Cassady, Henderson, and Hinkle stopped in North Carolina to pick up 
Kerouac who was staying with family.  
Containment culture and the Beats’ perpetuation of Containment culture 
threatened to mar Henderson’s experience on the road. However, like her male Beat peers, 
she found ways to engage the road for transgressive purposes. Henderson’s counter-
hegemonic transgressions succeed in going against Containment in ways the male Beats 
do not. Going on the road goes against Containment standards of normativity including 
normative prescriptions for women. Moreover, Henderson’s counter-hegemonic 
transgressions issue challenges beyond Containment. Henderson’s example chips away at 
paradigms that keep women situated in the home space and that position the road as 
dangerous by reversing these constructions. 
Unfortunately, these aspects of Henderson’s involvement with the Beats are often 
overlooked in critical studies. Instead, scholars insist on a lack of female presence on the 
road and on their insignificance in Kerouac’s “sexist” novel. Their reduction of 
Henderson’s role among the Beats and on the road erases her from several narratives, and, 




reading of primary sources that document Henderson’s life during this period—
interviews and Kerouac’s novel, for instance—reveals Henderson’s intricate response to 
the layered spatial and gendered articulations of Containment that the Beats both rejected 
and subscribed to. This productive approach avoids the error of replicating oversimplified 
conclusions. Moreover, a more faithful reading of Kerouac’s On the Road through this 
lens enhances an understanding of Henderson’s response, her place among the Beats and 
within Containment. 
“Where went thou, sweet Marylou?”: Re-reading Kerouac’s On the Road 
Just as critical studies overlook Henderson’s role among the Beats, analyses of On 
the Road and of female road experiences misrepresent and undervalue the place of 
Henderson’s fictional counterpart, Marylou, in the novel. When scholarship attends to the 
role of women in On the Road, it focuses on their absence, sexist representations, or 
immobility. In these studies and others, On the Road is depicted as the cross-country 
adventure of two men, Sal and Dean. Such formulations only mention Marylou to point 
out that Sal and Dean call her a “whore.” Ostensibly, these readings call attention to the 
problematic treatment of women that Kerouac engages—an important move in 
identifying specific problems in widely regarded texts. Ultimately, however, these 
reductive readings of On the Road, in fact, contribute to the marginalization of women 
like Lu Anne Henderson. Her experience on the road as depicted through Marylou gets 
overshadowed by both praise and criticism of Kerouac’s Sal and Dean. The following re-
reading of On the Road elevates Marylou to more than a victim of Kerouac’s sexism. 
However, rather than a defense of Kerouac’s problematic treatment of women, this more 




and Beat culture. Further, it attempts to correct the common dismissal of women in 
Kerouac scholarship and road scholarship to prevent the perpetuation of these omissions 
and misrepresentations in critical study.  
Kerouac first indicates Marylou’s significance to the novel’s events when he 
frames the introductory paragraph with two important figures to this phase in his life: 
Dean and Marylou bookend the opening paragraph of On the Road. Kerouac leads with a 
mention of Dean. In third line he tells the reader, “With the coming of Dean Moriarty 
began the part of my life you could call my life on the road” (1). After he describes the 
events that set into motion this adventure, he closes the paragraph with the name Marylou. 
“I first met Dean…,” he begins; and “…a girl called Marylou,” he concludes (1). Her 
relevance to Sal’s life on the road, then, is clear from the start. 
Just as Kerouac introduces readers to Dean and Marylou together, his protagonist, 
Sal, also meets the pair at the same time. Dean answers the door and Marylou jumps off 
the couch. Kerouac characterizes both through physical description and in cultural 
referents. Dean is a “young Gene Autry—trim, thin-hipped…sideburned hero of the 
snowy West,” while Marylou is a woman from a Modigliani painting, a “pretty blonde 
with immense ringlets of hair like a sea of golden tresses” (2). 16 Like Dean, Marylou is 
distinctly of the American West: She looks out onto the New York landscape “she’d 
heard about back West” (2). For Sal, then, these modern day “cowboys” arrive in New 
York to set into motion his wild, open road adventure. 
                                                
16	  This reference to Modigliani also foreshadows the sexual conflict that will come to 
revolve around Marylou. Modigliani functions in Kerouac’s writing as a symbol of 
sexual conflict and troubled desire. Such a reference appears also And the Hippos Were 
Boiled in Their Tanks when Phillip stands in front of Modigliani’s Jean Cocteau, 




Before they begin their journey, Marylou functions further as an impetus for Sal’s 
life on the road. Shortly after their initial meeting, Dean appears at Sal’s door in Paterson, 
New Jersey, where the protagonist lives with his aunt: “Hel-lo, you remember me—Dean 
Moriarty? I’ve come to ask you to show me how to write,” Dean announces (3). 
Wondering what became of Dean’s wife, Sal promptly asks, “And where’s Marylou,” 
signaling the presence that she maintains for the men despite her physical absence (3). 
Sal finds out she had gone back to Denver. And further, in addition to becoming a writer 
and a “real intellectual,” Sal reports, “He was conning me and I knew it (for room and 
board...) and he knew I knew (this has been the basis of our relationship)” (4). Thus, 
Marylou’s departure left Dean alone and brought him to Sal’s doorstep looking for a new 
partner in crime and to “con” his friend for a place to stay.  
Marylou exerts off-screen influence over Sal and Dean’s friendship, but she 
doesn’t remain out of the picture for long. Dean returns to Denver and Sal soon follows 
after. Kerouac intends Marylou for the role of the third member of the adventure. For him, 
she is another figure on the journey—a co-adventurer, co-navigator, copilot.  
Throughout the novel Kerouac makes this evident in his sentimental references to 
the trio. As they head to New Orleans, Sal reminisces, “Marylou and Dean and I sat in the 
front and had the warmest talk about the goodness and joy of life” (125). Leaving New 
Orleans, Sal describes the group heading out for the next thrill: “Then we were off, the 
three of us—Dean, Marylou, me” (144). Thus, Dean and Marylou are introduced together 
and mutually influence Sal’s on-the-road initiation. Together, the three become a unit, 
joined under one car roof, driving toward the same destination. Moreover, Marylou is not 




the wheel. In one episode, Sal—ever the inexperienced and reluctant driver—gets the car 
stuck in the mud. He must awaken Dean to confess his blunder. “We woke up Marylou,” 
he explains next; and she navigates the car from the puddle as the men push the car from 
outside. In this instance, Marylou also demonstrates skill, her technique essential for 
getting them out of the predicament: “Marylou pulled it up just in time, and we got in,” 
Kerouac writes (150). 
While in road narratives, control of the car has often been read as a stand in for 
male sexuality, for Marylou, driving coincides rather than conflicts with expressions of 
female sexuality. She is neither de-sexualized nor masculinized through driving. Kerouac 
writes, “Marylou was driving…She drove with one hand on the wheel and the other 
reaching back to me in the back seat. She cooed promises about San Francisco. I slavered 
miserably over it” (150). Although in this description Kerouac reverses the positions 
typical of the man and woman—Sal in the backseat and Marylou behind the wheel—her 
sexuality does not become typically male. As she adeptly and simultaneously navigates 
and caresses, she “coos.” Sal “slavers,” effectively seduced by her soft voice. While she 
makes the moves on the road and on Sal, she does so without losing any characteristically 
feminine quality. 
Further confirming Marylou’s sexual agency as well as her co-pilot status, 
Kerouac describes her and Dean, sexually engaged and both in control of the car. “[H]e 
and Marylou insisted on steering while they kissed and fooled around,” Kerouac writes 
(126). Both behind the wheel and in the bedroom, Marylou exhibits sexual self-
determination. This intimate moment of co-steering harks back, in fact, to one scene 




outside of Sal’s comfort zone. Sal appeals to Marylou, likely counting on some 
stereotypical feminine sexual timidity to save him from the awkward situation. “What 
about Marylou?” he asks Dean. Instead of expressing the same reservation as Sal, “Go 
ahead, she said” (122). Moreover, Sal asks Dean, but Marylou gives permission herself. 
Among this trio, then, Kerouac portrays Marylou as at least an equal to Sal and Dean: 
Introduced almost in the same breath as Dean and in similar terms, and as in control 
behind the wheel as she is sexually. 
Imbuing Marylou with sexual agency is not the only way that Kerouac challenges 
gender stereotypes and dynamics in On the Road. From the start, Kerouac reverses the 
trope that puts men on the road and leaves women behind: After all, Marylou departs for 
Denver, leaving Dean at home to follow after. Furthermore, comparing Sal to Marylou 
complicates notions of gendered embodiedness and mobility. 
Several scholars have explored limited mobility as a consequence of female 
embodiedness. Iris Marion Young begins with embodiedness—apart from considerations 
of geography or mobility—arguing, “To the extent that a woman lives her body as a thing, 
she remains rooted in immanence, is inhibited, and retains a distance from her body as 
transcending movement and from engagement in the world’s possibilities” (150). From 
this, Cresswell determines, “Just as the female body never achieves transcendence in the 
act of throwing, so the mobility of the body of the female [itinerant] is that of an ‘object-
subject’ rather than a ‘body-subject.’ Their bodies, in other words, can never be 
interpreted as presentations of pure will and intentionality” (“Embodiment” 186).  
True, in several places throughout the text, Kerouac objectifies Marylou’s body 




adroitness behind the wheel, she exhibits moments of body-subjectivity, as well. 
Moreover, at the same time, Sal’s bodily awareness frequently limits his experience on 
the road. Kerouac depicts Sal’s inhibition and distance from his body throughout the 
novel. As his friends “danced down the streets like dingledodies” Sal only “shamble[s] 
after” (5). At the novel’s climactic turn, in fact, Sal falls ill with dysentery, and Dean 
leaves him alone in Mexico. His own body betrays him just before his best friend does.  
All of this is not to suggest that Kerouac has set out to create a feminist text in On 
the Road. Kerouac perpetuates gender stereotypes and sexism as often as he challenges 
these conventions. Instead, these examples are significant explications of the novel that 
undo the oversimplified readings of On the Road and its characters. Kerouac can no 
longer be read as strictly reinforcing gender binaries; there is more nuance to the way that 
gender plays out in this novel. The female character takes on traditionally masculine roles 
and takes up traditionally male spaces, while the male protagonist sustains feminizing 
characterizations throughout. Both trouble their respective genders, however, without 
ultimately abandoning them. 
 These readings have also disproportionally focused on the “male buddy” 
formulation in the novel, discounting Marylou’s role in the dynamic. While there may be 
a  dualistic relationship between Sal and Dean, and between Kerouac and Cassady, as I 
have argued, Marylou functions significantly in On the Road, as did Henderson in 
Kerouac’s real life experiences. Therefore, formulations that read On the Road as Sal and 
Dean’s journey overlook an essential component. Moreover, they overlook the 
development of Marylou as a distinct and dynamic character, but with elements of and 




From the beginning, both Dean and Marylou are Western arrivals to New York, 
appearing in time for the shift in Sal’s life. Several other descriptions align Dean and 
Marylou.  At the novel’s start, Sal tells readers, Marylou is a “sweet little girl” but 
“capable of doing horrible things” (2). Those things that Sal and Dean deem horrible earn 
Marylou the label “whore.” While these female-specific insults are particularly 
problematic in their sexism, they nonetheless align her with Dean’s madman flaws. Like 
Marylou, Dean is “a con-man, he was only conning because he wanted so much to live 
and to get involved with people who would otherwise pay no attention to him” (4). Both 
flawed characters are survivalists, then. Dean “conned” and Marylou “whored” in order 
to navigate through difficult situations and win people over. Similarly, Marylou shares 
attributes with Sal. Specifically, they both love and are conned by the same man. They 
both have sympathy for this devil, however. “Poor Dean,” Marylou says (131). “Poor, 
poor Dean” is Sal’s much later refrain (177). 
 Marylou plays a central role in the novel’s development and in characterization. 
She also figures in one of On the Road’s central tensions. A number of scholars have 
identified a motif in the novel’s search for a father figure. At the same time, however, the 
ghost of the maternal figure haunts the pages. Back in a New York apartment, Ed Dunkel 
tells his friends about a vision he had on the previous New Year’s Day: “I was in my bed 
and all of a sudden I saw my dead mother standing in the corner with light all around her. 
I said, ‘Mother!’ She disappeared” (114). Sal tells a similar story in New Orleans. When 
he and Old Bull Lee go to the horse races, Sal remembers his cousin’s vision: “My cousin 
in Missouri once bet on a horse that had a name that reminded him of his mother, and it 




Both of these visions lead up to the height of the novel’s complication when Sal’s 
heroes let him down, and he is left alone in San Francisco. After Dean has returned to 
Camille, Sal watches Marylou get in the Cadillac. Sal discovers, “Now I had nothing, 
nobody”—a realization that sets off a profound epiphany for the protagonist. Immediately 
after Marylou’s departure, Sal has a vision of his mother, which connects in his mind to 
each of the maternal visions that previously took place in the novel: “It suddenly occurred 
to me that this was my mother of about two hundred years ago in England….I stopped, 
frozen with ecstasy on the sidewalk….I thought of Ed Dunkel’s ghost on Times 
Square….It made me think of the Big Pop vision in Graetna with Old Bull….And just for 
a moment I had the point of ecstasy that I always wanted to reach” (161-2). Marylou 
triggers an existential confrontation that brings Sal’s entire series of lives flashing before 
his eyes: 
[T]he complete step across chronological time into timeless shadows, and 
wonderment in the bleakness of the mortal realm, and the sensation of 
death kicking at my heels to move on, with a phantom dogging its own 
heels, and myself hurrying to a plank where all the angels dove off and 
flew into the holy void of uncreated emptiness, the potent and 
inconceivable radiancies shining in bright Mid Essence, innumerable 
lotus-lands falling open in the magic mothswarm of heaven… (162) 
Marylou’s initial return to Denver pushed Dean toward Sal, inciting their 
friendship and their eventual journey toward “IT.” Similarly, when Marylou abandons 
Sal, she triggers his existential vision. His fleeting experience is the “ecstasy that I always 




doesn’t occur on the road in the company of Dean, but on the street with the loss of 
Marylou.  
With Marylou’s physical departure from the road, she becomes the ghost who 
haunts Sal throughout the novel’s conclusion. When Dean returns, Sal thinks to himself, 
“But O where went thou, sweet Marylou?” (164). He quickly gets over his hurt feelings 
that Marylou left him alone in San Francisco. And later, Sal cashes his GI check and 
heads to Denver in search of his road companions. He wanders the streets at night, 
wishing he could find them both (170). When Sal and Dean make their final trip to 
Mexico, Sal drives through Fredericksburg wondering, “And where was Marylou now?” 
(258). Thus, even in her absence, Marylou plays a significant role in the adventure; when 
she is not physically present for the journey, Sal calls her to mind, including her—at least 
in memory—the whole way. 
Conclusion 
Critical formulations of the Beats and of the road space often use On the Road as 
a touchstone. Frequently such considerations center on Sal and Dean and use Kerouac’s 
novel as evidence of the male-centricity of the road. Such scholars are right to point out 
sexist aspects of Kerouac’s novel. However, only reading the novel’s androcentrism 
overlooks Marylou’s complexity and her influences over the gender dynamics of the 
novel. As a developed character, Marylou is neither an essentialized female nor 
masculinized; Kerouac imbues her with agency and also draws parallels between her, Sal, 
and Dean in order to confirm their affinity. Marylou also plays a significant role in the 
plot and outcome of the novel: She serves as the impetus for Sal and Dean’s earliest 




and occupies mental space in the journey—a sort of wholeness comes from her presence. 
Kerouac confirms the significance of Marylou’s presence further in the consequences of 
her absence: Marylou’s departure leads Sal to his epiphany—the closest he gets to “IT” in 
the novel, and her absence leaves an emptiness and longing in Sal throughout On the 
Road’s conclusion. More than a sexist and male-centric novel, then, On the Road reveals 
the complicated but central role of women to the Beat road rebellion.  
Moreover, failing to acknowledge the place of Marylou in the novel marginalizes 
her real-life counterpart Lu Anne Henderson among the Beat Generation and on the road. 
Studies of women on the road and in road narratives that figure women of the Beat 
Generation solely in domestic spaces and inactive roles sideline female Beats within 
literary and cultural history. Theories based in these false histories build on false 
premises. Ultimately, the case of Lu Anne Henderson points to a paradigmatic flaw that 
encourages the neglect of complex interactions between women in road narratives and 
female transgression on the road. 
Henderson’s example of female Beat mobility, in particular, transgresses the 
Containment cultural norms. As previously discussed, American highways and mobility 
have been constructed masculine according to the separate spheres of the Containment 
culture. By rejecting immobility and the domestic space, women on the road transgress 
gender constructions of that space. Their mobility experiences and narratives relocate to 
the road Containment culture’s constructions of femininity as fixed in domesticity; in this 
relocation, such constructions of gender become subject to challenge and negotiation. 
Ultimately, because of their refusal of culturally feminized spaces, in certain respects, 




Female mobility rejected the compulsory domesticity of female Containment subjects and 
adapted the male Beats’ masculinized “on the road” resistance. 
Through Marylou, readers see a complicated female character in a road narrative, 
whose agency undermines some of the sexism Kerouac perpetuates in other aspects of the 
novel. Marylou’s role in the journey, and in particular, her control of the wheel, 
represents what Deborah Clarke identifies as a “radical break from the past” (26). 
Marylou goes beyond dispelling the “myth of the incompetent female driver” (Clarke 14). 
Placing women in the driver’s seat, according to Clarke, “not only has the potential to 
transform gender; it also seems to have the power to revolutionize sex” signaling 
“tremendous potential for women to exercise control over their lives” (26). While 
Marylou’s autonomy and independence may have been shaped by the presence of the 
male characters in the car with her, nonetheless, her experiences represent a break from 
tradition. Overlooking Marylou’s role in On the Road threatens to quash this potential 
that Clarke identifies, and erases evidence of Lu Anne Henderson’s real road encounters. 
By no coincidence, scholars focus on Kerouac and Cassady’s road experiences, 
and generations of Kerouac fans dream of recreating Sal and Dean’s trip. Neither 
embrace Henderson’s journey in their configurations of the Beat road. The systems that 
leave out Henderson from narratives of the Beats or theories of women in road spaces are 
the same that she faced in the Containment era. The patriarchal climate of Containment 
and the road,  and the male Beats’ complicity in these oppressions help explain the 
obstacles Henderson faced on the road. And, in part, these same explanations address her 
neglect in initial responses to On the Road and early theories of the road. However, her 




reassess the confluence of cultural influences that left her out in the first place. Correcting 
these absences first requires recovering Henderson’s interviews from the male Beat 
stories they tell and placing them within the context of her own life; and rereading On the 
Road not as a male Beat buddy story, but a more complex tale of three figures on the road. 
Finally, acknowledging the layered sites of Henderson’s oppression—Containment, road, 
and Beat—prepares a sounder foundation for thinking about the Beats and women’s 




CHAPTER 6. BEATS AT THE BORDER: BRENDA FRAZER’S TROIA: MEXICAN 
MEMOIRS 
In a 1999 interview with Nancy Grace, Brenda Frazer identifies the influences 
that shape her writing: “If I sound like Kerouac, it’s because I tried to” (115).17 As Ann 
Charters points out in her introduction to Troia: Mexican Memoirs, Kerouac’s influence 
echoes in lines like Frazer’s, “I look out and God drops from his hand the myriad stars 
and constellations I have never seen before, plumb to the horizon flat landed out beneath 
the giant horoscopic screen of Mexican heaven” (12). Encountering sentences like these, 
Charters writes, “The reader is suddenly aware that we have arrived in Kerouac country” 
(iv, emphasis mine).  
Here, “Kerouac country” implies an all-encompassing territory, including the 
author’s style—the spontaneous long line heavy with visual description; tone—ecstatic, 
reverent, imbued with wonder and mystic engagement; and, of course, geographic 
location—Mexico. Moreover, Charters’s choice of words suggests the possibilities On 
the Road offered as a model for writing and for life. As Frazer indicates, women fueled 
their defiance with Kerouac’s novels. Wini Breines, author of Young, White, and 
Miserable: Growing Up Female in the Fifties, explains that women’s attraction to the 
                                                
17	  Frazer published Troia: Mexican Memoirs under the name she assumed at the time, 
Bonnie Bremser. The author now goes by Brenda Frazer, to which she will be referred 
throughout this chapter. Moreover, the decision to refer to the author by “Frazer” serves a 




Beat generation was based on their rejection of Containment culture’s social codes. As 
Breines argues, “They were interested not simply as girlfriends…they were interested in 
them as models. They wanted to be them” (147). Access to Kerouac’s Beat characters 
provided female readers with new alternatives for their lives. They adapted Sal and 
Dean’s kicks to meet the needs of their own rebellions.  
Brenda Frazer describes her Beat rebellion in Troia: Mexican Memoirs. Troia 
accounts for Frazer’s relocation to Mexico in the early 1960s—a move she made along 
with her then-husband, Beat poet Ray Bremser. In danger of returning to prison after 
being accused of armed robbery, Bremser ushered Frazer and their daughter Rachel away 
from the reach of U.S.-American law. Like her male Beat peers, who, as Gary Snyder 
explains, were drawn to the “energy of the archetypal west, the energy of the frontier” 
(qtd. in Charters, Kerouac 290), Frazer imagines her conditions as her “outlaw scene” 
(Troia 139). Sal Paradise’s road “is also the route of old American outlaws who used to 
skip over the border and go down to old Monterey” (Kerouac, On the Road 876). He 
imagines his travelling companion Dean Moriarty as a cowboy, a “sideburned hero of the 
snowy West” (2). Drawing on the same tropes of the American West, Frazer explains, 
“The exact term we used in describing our alienated condition in Mexico…was ‘fugitives 
from justice’” (qtd. in Hemmer, “Prostitute” 102). Together, they were a “family of 
‘desperados,’” Frazer describes (qtd. in Hemmer, “Prostitute” 102). With Kerouac as a 
model, Frazer relates her own rebellion in terms of frontier folklore. Taking the same 
route as Sal and Dean, Frazer’s roadmap becomes these male Beat narratives. 
Even so, Charters’s phrase, “Kerouac country,” also arrives at the obstacle women 




white man’s space. As Breines explains, “Nonconformity was articulated within 
traditional gender forms; these were the last to fall, even in ‘deviant’ subcultures” (396). 
Even in a subculture that renounced the constricting codes and repressive attitudes of 
Containment, sexism had a sustained presence among the Beats. Moreover, according to 
Breines, “Because Beat and delinquent subcultures were predominantly male…and were 
masculine in conventional and chauvinist ways, girls’ processes of identification were 
complex” (385).  
In Frazer’s case, the male Beat experience in Mexico did not match up to her own. 
The road Frazer encountered brought on more complication than Kerouac’s protagonists 
faced. In one episode, Frazer describes, “The bus ride to Mexico City, full of this, I am 
constantly with the baby on my lap, broken-hearted at every spell of crying, the 
frustration of not being a very good mother really—trying to groove, trying to groove 
under the circumstances” (9). By the time Frazer returns to New York City after her time 
in Mexico, her memoir would include scenes of prostitution, addiction, and separation 
from her child. 
For Frazer, relating this story becomes an act of subversion. She tells Grace, “I 
thought that I was doing a revolutionary thing with that. I felt righteous about being a 
prostitute….I thought it was something that needed to be done. I thought that prostitutes 
needed a spokesperson” (130). Thus, when masculinist narratives fail Frazer, she draws 
on her own experiences, developing a revised narrative on behalf of women like her. 
Accordingly, when the frontier mythology behind male Beat paradigms inadequately 
describes female Beat encounters, alternative frameworks for investigation should be 




privilege and oppression that she faces in Mexico. Border theory’s utility for analyzing 
Chicano/a subjectivity may also be extended to discuss women’s experience of 
subordination along what Gloria Anzaldua calls “la frontera.”  Specifically, here, border 
theory offers tools and context for understanding the Beat perspective reframed as a 
female narrative of Mexico and the road, as Frazer accomplished through Troia.  
Ultimately, Frazer’s attempts to “sound like” Kerouac were more than an 
imitative move. Instead, this technique allowed Frazer to navigate “Kerouac country”—
the sexism of the Beats, the male-centricity of the road, and the colonial mentality of the 
U.S.-American border in the 1950s—and carve out her own agential space. From this 
space, Frazer authors her own Beat experiences in Mexico—extending not just Beat 
narratives but also providing women models that more closely mirror their own lives. 
Kerouac and the male Beats provided women like Frazer with an initial model of 
rebellion. However, as women quickly discovered, these models required reconfiguration. 
Frazer’s Troia illuminates the process of entering male spheres, adapting masculine 
patterns of resistance, and fashioning alternative female modes of subversion. In the end, 
the borders that define “Kerouac country” break down, and the possibilities and 
limitations of female Beat rebellion expand existing narratives of the generation. 
From Frontier to Frontera: A Framework for Reading Beats at the Border 
Border theory succeeds an earlier model for understanding U.S. culture—
Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis. However, as Astrid Haas and María Herrera-
Sobek note in their introduction to the “Transfrontera: Transnational Perspectives on the 
U.S.-Mexico Borderlands” special issue of the American Studies Journal, the U.S.-




often mystified, ever westward-pushing zone of encounter and conflict between 
‘civilization’ and ‘wilderness’ (Turner) as a conceptual paradigm of U.S.-American 
national identity as well as of the research area of U.S.-American Studies.” The border 
model re-examines the frontier paradigm and finds multiple and more complex 
perspectives on the “transnational history, cultures, and relations of this social and 
geographic space” (Haas and Herrera-Sobek). The Beats, and in particular the 
Westwardly mobile male Beats, have been read and have read themselves through 
frontier mythology. Re-examining these mythological contexts with such complex 
perspective as border theory provides helps unravel the ways that perpetuating the 
frontier narrative served Containment and that buying into symbols of the American West 
served the Beats.  
Several scholars interpret the Beats’ road quests as articulations of the frontier 
narrative. They demonstrate in their analyses the power of frontier mythology: Its 
symbols seeped into national rhetoric and cultural production. Frontier mythology not 
only underpinned dominant American mythmaking, but also it shaped Beat self-
imagining and interactions with the West. Kurt Hemmer, for instance, examines how the 
Beats adopted the “outlaw” archetype, drawing on examples from work by Kerouac, 
Burroughs, Michael McClure, Ed Dorn, and Frazer. “On the Road,” Hemmer writes, “can 
be read as an assault on what some historians have called the Eisenhower-era 
containment culture, partially, by identifying its heroes with Western outlaws” 
(“Political”). Through the outlaw figure, these Beats simultaneously appropriated tropes 
of the popular Western genre and rejected identification with dominant political and 




used in describing our alienated condition in Mexico…was ‘fugitives from justice’” (qtd. 
in Hemmer, “Prostitute” 102). Thus, the Beats seemed to assume aspects of frontier 
mythology even while they imagined themselves as antiheroes in an American narrative. 
Understanding the pervasiveness of the frontier myth helps explain the Beat quest 
and their self-imagining within the larger context of the Cold War. It also describes a 
pattern in U.S. history to which aspects of Containment culture belong. Locating the 
power of the frontier narrative in the course of Manifest Destiny, for instance, brings out 
themes of gender and the border common to Containment. Frontier mythology 
undergirded Manifest Destiny throughout the nineteenth century, serving as an impetus 
for expanding U.S. borders, with the ostensible goal of democratizing and Christianizing 
new territories. According to Amy Kaplan, women played a significant role in this this 
mission, pointing out that “the development of domestic discourse in America is 
contemporaneous with the discourse of Manifest Destiny” (583).  The rhetoric of 
expansion demanded a particular role for women in this process of “Manifest 
Domesticity,” where women’s domesticating function extended beyond the home space 
and into the national empire. Kaplan writes, “Manifest Destiny of the nation unfolds 
logically from the imperial reach of women’s influence emanating from her separate 
domestic sphere,” and, in the end, “has an international dimension that helps separate 
gendered spheres coalesce in the imperial expansion of the nation by redrawing domestic 
borders against the foreign” (597, 602). 
Jackson’s frontier thesis fueled the rhetoric of both Manifest Destiny and 
Manifest Domesticity. Moreover, the frontier myth’s influence over these paradigms 




domestic corollary informs a reading of women’s role in later revisions of the frontier 
myth. Namely, this model clarifies the relationship between a foreign policy of 
containment and the domestic culture of Containment. As containment shifted from 
preventing the spread of Communism to U.S. intervention into regions “threatened” by 
Communist pressures, the national/domestic significance of Containment expanded as 
well. For women, in particular, Containment culture exhibited a concern with female 
domesticity and sexual propriety as part of a coordinated effort to widely diffuse Western 
influence. Elaine Tyler May’s Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War 
Era describes the family dynamics, and gender and sexuality codes within the 
Containment culture. According to May, “More than a metaphor for the cold war on the 
homefront, containment aptly describes the way in which public policy, personal 
behavior, and even political values were focused on the home” (May xxv). For women, 
following the dominant culture meant adhering to a certain domestic ideal; they found 
themselves relegated to the home environment, keeping house, children, and family in 
order. However, such repression occurred in the name of Containment culture, naturally, 
and patriotic duty to the nation during Cold War crisis. In addition to their confinement to 
the home place, the Containment culture also policed sexuality. Again, social mandates 
regarding female sexuality arose under the same pretenses that emphasized female 
domesticity—those of assuring national wellbeing. As May explains, “The sexual 
containment ideology was rooted in widely accepted gender roles that defined mend as 
breadwinners and women as mothers. Many believed that a violation of these roles would 




continued its mission of expanding frontiers, policy described the containment of 
communism, while convention dictated society’s Containment. 
The path from Manifest Destiny to containment and from Manifest Domesticity to 
Containment runs concurrent with the development of the U.S.-Mexico border and Beat 
encounters there. As Justin Akers Chacón explains, “The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, a 
document ratified by Mexico under the threat and duress of an indefinite U.S. occupation 
in 1848, forcefully induced America’s Manifest Destiny of territorial expansion.” In the 
face of U.S. military occupation of the region and possible further seizure of their land, 
the Mexican government surrendered their northernmost territory (Chacón). The U.S. 
claimed the space and drew a new border between the nations. Monika Kaup describes 
the weight of such events: “By the time the historical reality of an ever-advancing 
American society into ‘the territory ahead’ on the frontier zone had ceased to exist, to be 
subsequently given immortal life in American myth, American history had changed 
Mexican history” (581). The frontier impetus propelled Manifest Destiny toward the 
Mexican-American War and into the 1848 annexation of the Southwest, providing 
grounds for the development of an arbitrary national border that would feature in the U.S. 
containment interventions in Mexico that would follow. 
Following World War II and at the start of the Cold War, the U.S. collaborated 
with Mexico and larger Latin America, coming to two key agreements that reflected U.S. 
preoccupation with East/West hemispheric divisions. First, in 1947, at the Pan-American 
Conference in Rio de Janèiro, the U.S. along with thirty Latin American countries 
approved the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, which would become 




treaty: “[T]he agreement stipulated a security pact of mutual interest that could be 
invoked and protect one or several states against an outside threat. Specifically, the treaty 
permitted the United States to provide Latin America with military aid to protect the 
hemisphere against communist aggression, real or perceived” (641). Secondly, in 1948, 
the U.S. and twenty Latin American countries came together as the Organization of 
American States (OAS). This institution pushed further than the Rio Treaty’s military 
alliances, and presumed to confirm political and economic relations between OAS 
members, allowing security issues to be dealt with locally rather than through U.N. 
interference. 
For its own part, the U.S. developed policies relevant to its relations with Latin 
America within a larger effort to combat Communism’s spread. In 1947, President 
Truman presented a plan for containment that would put the U.S. in the position of 
“[assisting] free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or 
by outside pressures” (Truman). While the Truman Doctrine initially established a 
precedent for providing aid to Turkey and Greece, it came to direct U.S. dealings in Latin 
America and served as a means to justify intervention against communist threat. As 
Melani McAlister explains, “The Truman Doctrine looked well beyond the local conflict, 
however, impressively expanding the terrain of the cold war into a worldwide struggle 
between ‘alternative ways of life’ and offering a generalized justification for U.S. 
interventions in the third world” (50). The Truman Doctrine was rearticulated and further 
developed in the 1950 National Security Council document 68 (NSC-68), which would 
formally globalize U.S. opposition to communism bolstered by a military budget 




While the U.S. developed these domestic strategies and foreign policies, Mexico 
experienced a series of conservative administrations that would further affect encounters 
at the border. According to Rebecca Schreiber, author of Cold War Exiles in Mexico, the 
administrations of Miguel Alemán Valdés (1946-1952), Adolfo Ruiz Cortines (1952-
1958), and Adolfo López Mateos (1958-1964) “contributed to both massive 
industrialization and a diminishing commitment to social welfare” (xii). Mexican laborers 
responded to the conservative administrations and the conditions they promoted by 
organizing (Schreiber xii). The U.S.--who tended to overlook the nuanced contexts of 
Latin American countries and who often “assumed that local communists were under the 
control of the Soviet Union” (Kirkendall 13)—saw the strikes in Mexico as reason to 
respond. Thus, they militarized the border further and enforced stricter immigration 
strategies (Chacón). 
Ultimately, the U.S.-Mexican border served a particular rhetorical function further 
signifying the shift from containment policy to Containment culture. The border 
represented for many U.S. Americans the fine line between their nation and those of the 
Third World. In other words, the border was a precarious space between their 
comfortable Capitalist lives and potential Communist infiltration. Such a fine line 
justified U.S. vigilance and intervention into the monolithicized Latin America that 
existed just across the border. At the same time, the potentially porous border placed 
Mexico in a distinct position within hemispheric relations between the Americas. With 
the U.S.-Mexico border under a microscope, official control over economic and political 




Cultural exchange, on the other hand, was not so one-sided. Rachel Adams’s 
essay, “Hipsters and jipitecas: Literary Countercultures on Both Sides of the Border,” for 
instance, describes a “fusing [of] Anglo- and Latin-American influences” as U.S. 
travellers ventured into Mexico increasingly after World War II (59). Adams articulates a 
Beat narrative of Mexico that accounts for their attraction to the country. “North 
American radicals,” she explains, “have looked south of the border for aesthetic and 
political inspiration. Conceiving Mexico as a place of revolutionary history and colorful 
landscapes, dissidents…sought alternatives to the perceived constraints of their own 
national culture” (58). Schreiber echoes these arguments when discussing U.S. exiles in 
Mexico:  
The work of the U.S. exiles deliberately countered the dominant ideology 
of “American nationalist globalism” championed by the United States 
during the early Cold War era. In contrast to the nationalist subtext and 
global aspirations promoted in dominant U.S. cultural production during 
this period, the exiles’ cultural production cut against the grain of nation-
based paradigms by foregrounding the links between U.S. domestic and 
international racism as well as by critiquing U.S. nationalism and 
imperialism. (xiv) 
Internalizing this North American narrative of Mexico, the Beats responded to 
feelings of alienation at home by turning to the border. For them, the border signified a 





In José David Saldívar’s Border Matters: Remapping American Cultural Studies, 
the author places in concrete context an array of texts as he decenters the U.S. in 
American cultural studies and “remaps” the discipline oriented now toward Chicano/a 
expression and subjectivity at the border. As Saldívar writes, “What Chicano/a cultural 
studies offers the loose group of tendencies, issues, and questions in the larger cultural 
studies orbits…is the theorization of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands—literal, figurative, 
material, and militarized—and the deconstruction of the discourse of boundaries” (25). 
Moreover, his sources “[entail] a new intercultural theory making sensitive to both local 
processes and global forces, such as Euro-imperialism, colonialism, patriarchy, and 
economic and political hegemonies” (35). Employing border theory in this chapter is not 
meant to supplant Chicana experiences at the border with the account of a white woman’s 
encounters there. Instead, this approach means to emphasize both the border and 
experiences there against a critical tradition that historically has relied on the frontier and 
symbols of the American West for understanding. Secondly, border theory has 
demonstrated its use for “illuminating the complications and intersections of the multiple 
systems of exploitation” (Saldívar-Hull 36). In Frazer’s case these systems include 
gender, class, citizenship, and sexuality. Moreover, her example reveals how in these 
systems one woman may be both exploited and exploitative across categories. Ultimately, 
her memoir, supplemented by other of the author’s writings and interviews, allows a site-
specific analysis of the border during Containment as experienced by a woman who 




“A New Diversified You”: Frazer’s Border Identity 
Frazer’s memoir develops in four sections. Book One tells of Frazer and Rachel’s 
arrival to Mexico by bus and the financial and familial conflict that push Frazer into 
prostitution. Frazer takes a trip into Mexico City, where demand for her work is more 
plentiful. Book One concludes with Frazer’s return to her family in Veracruz, upon which 
she finds a note from Bremser detailing his arrest and detainment in Laredo, Texas. Book 
Two, then, accounts for Frazer’s attempts to retrieve her husband from jail. Frazer 
continues sex work for the survival of her family, but also, she begins to trade sex for 
access to her husband. With expired papers and little legal recourse, Frazer bribes border 
officials and powerful political figures in the effort to visit and free Bremser. As Book 
Two concludes, Bremser is released by a Fort Worth bondsman. But with threats to their 
legal status against Bremser and Frazer from both sides of the border, the two agree to 
surrender Rachel for adoption. Book Three traces Frazer’s steady emotional decline 
following the loss of her daughter and despite—or perhaps exacerbated by—the return of 
her husband. Frazer continues sex work in order to support Bremser’s poetry; however, 
her encounters grow more somber, her marriage begins to unravel in violence, and she 
becomes increasingly dependent on drugs and alcohol to temper her depression. At the 
end of Book Three, Frazer and Bremser receive a letter explaining that Bremser’s arrest 
had been made in error. With the realization that all of her sacrifices had been 
unnecessary, all along driven by a terrible mistake, Frazer reaches her breaking point. 
Bremser returns to New York, and Frazer elects to stay in Mexico. In Book Four, Frazer 
continues on with sex work, numbing her emotional pain with loveless relationships, until 




in with her estranged husband reunites Frazer with Bremser. As Bremser introduces 
Frazer to intravenous drugs, Frazer contemplates and revels in their union. In perhaps the 
most shocking of the memoir’s details, Frazer decides that, in the end, “it’s worth it” 
(213). 
Frazer’s experiences in Mexico are marked by itinerancy and identity formation at 
the border. Frazer introduces her memoir with a telling description of self: “[Y]ou know 
me, Bonnie of the streets, of the hard touch, of the frantic spiritual judgment come to 
correct you, you remember, jazz, soul, bebop, and well along the straight road to 
salvation” (4). Identifying as “of the streets” and “along the straight road,” Frazer aligns 
herself with the public and mobile Beat body. As Alexandra Ganser has pointed out, 
“Women taking to the road are frequently deemed to be erratic misfits,” marked by 
descriptors like “‘streetwalker,’ ‘wayward girl,’ ‘tramp’ and ‘loose’ or ‘public’ woman” 
(162). However, as Frazer identifies herself in these ways and with a sense of pride, she 
exhibits a “spatially transgressive defiance” of such hegemonic labeling (Ganser 162). In 
the end, this transgressive approach to her public presence and mobility at the border 
account for the identity conflicts she faces; however, it also foregrounds the 
“revolutionary” aspects she ultimately reads in her own experiences and writing. 
In an email exchange with Kurt Hemmer, Frazer explained, “The name Troia 
means ‘whore’ in French, but also means ‘adventuress.’ So there’s a duality which is 
appropriate. I like the word because it has a Greek sound to it reminiscent of Troy and the 
sagas of Helen and Pan’s, etc.” (qtd. in “Prostitute” 102). The multiple meanings of the 
title parallel Frazer’s own multiple senses of self. Like their situation in Mexico—never 




with this question in Book One, asking when she arrived in Mexico “how to be myself in 
such a different place? Put it all in a sieve and squash your personality through into a new 
diversified you” (20-1).  Such an image suggests dividing the parts of one’s personality, 
separating aspects of one’s self from the others. The result is a “diversified” self, a self 
varied and multiple. Similarly, Book One, titled “Mexico City to Veracruz and Back to 
Texas,” immediately establishes the itinerancy of Frazer’s life. As much as they have fled 
to Mexico for safe harbor, Book I indicates that they are still “on the road”—out for 
adventure but also on the lam, in flight. Ultimately, the pulling of her “diversified” selves 
in multiple directions signifies Frazer’s border struggle.  
One of the first tensions that emerges in Troia is Frazer’s struggle between being 
a mother and being an “adventuress” on the road. Frazer juggles motherhood with her 
own Beat ethos—a perpetual cool as well as a freely sexual woman. She describes: “I 
go—midway between holding the baby on the eight hour bus-trip, the night quickly sets 
in and I decided to try my seductive powers on N, and the mistaken bluejeans…did 
indeed entice his hand where it should have by any standards stayed away from, the baby 
on my lap, we arrive in Mexico…” (15). She continues to confront these conflicting 
images as familial duties frequently stir Frazer’s resentment. When she joins Bremser in 
Mexico, she, nonetheless, remains saddled with parental obligations. She writes, “Ah 
bitter, I was not about to accept with grace my maidenly burdened-by-baby responsibility 
at this particular time” (15). Refusing gendered roles of parenting, Frazer explains, 
“[T]he first day I take off, rebellious of my duties” (17). Albeit with some difficulty, 
Frazer upsets the binaries that separate mother and sexual female, guardian and 




 She further challenges the traditional images of motherhood and respectable 
womanhood, but soon must face the realities of providing for Rachel. Frazer and 
Bremser—whose own ideas of life as a poet and outlaw discourage him from taking on 
work—decide that she will take up sex work in order to support the family. However, for 
Frazer, sex work is a “hustle.” As she tells it, “[I]t was not all for fun or experience that I 
was forced to be a con artist—pure necessity sent me into town to try my luck – and 
that’s what I have all along considered it—and don’t forget in my head also that we are 
fugitives” (32). Thus, Frazer imagines herself disempowered, but as fugitive rather than 
as a sex worker or woman. Moreover, she imagines herself empowered as a “con artist” 
rather than a prostitute. Ultimately, she meets resentment at conventional maternal duties 
by taking on unconventional means of caretaking. 
Despite any empowerment with which she frames her work, Frazer nonetheless 
faces multiple external and internalized patriarchal oppressions and gendered standards of 
familial dynamics.18 Frazer’s sexuality puts her at odds with proper womanhood and both 
the maternal and marital ideal. Frazer’s final push into sex work comes after she 
confesses her bus-ride affair with N. Bremser becomes verbally and physically violent 
upon hearing this information. Frazer describes, “I was called a pig—the thing I well 
believed by the time this argument was through and I did not remain sitting upright on the 
log very long…[A]fter that point it was fully believed that I was capable of walking the 
                                                
18	  I rely once more on Adrienne Rich’s description of patriarchy as a “familial-social, 
ideological, political system in which men—by force, direct pressure, or through ritual, 
tradition, law, and language, customs, etiquette, education, and the division of labor, 
determine what part women shall or shall not play, and in which the female is everywhere 
subsumed under the male” (qtd. in Bennett 55). Yet, my formulation of patriarchy 




streets. I began to know what was expected of me” (31-2). In the first days of her sex 
work, Frazer is uncomfortable and embarrassed: “[O]f course, there was the afternoon 
headache, trying to get out of it, and pleading with Ray, who answers me reasonably with 
our broke and hungry situation—so I go, walk, how did I make it through the streets with 
my shame and everyone staring out my outrageous outfit?” (32). For all that Frazer sees 
the necessity of providing for her family through con artistry, Bremser seems to have the 
upper hand in this initial decision. 
Moreover, Frazer exhibits discomfort at being the breadwinner for her family. 
First, this role puts her at odds with the Beat ethos—the pursuit of money being a mark of 
the capitalist America she has set herself against:  
I am full of moods and bad humors, always brooking my importance as 
the breadwinner. When revolutionaries come to stop at our house on their 
American way to Cuba, I am ungracious, not timid, but contemptuous.  
They are on their way to Cuba and idealism and here we are left to grope 
with the snake of time and capitalism growing; I wince every time I see a 
Coca-Cola sign. (55) 
As the revolutionaries struggle for a Cuban socialist state, Frazer regrets her 
breadwinning role and the pursuit of money as the American capitalist stain. She is 
reminded of her own position as an American in industrializing Mexico.  
On the one hand, breadwinning conflicts with Frazer’s anti-capitalist sentiments; 
on the other hand, however, Frazer recoils from being the breadwinner for reasons that 
align her with hegemonic ideals. In short, Frazer is uncomfortable as the income-earner 




memoir, she describes the “horror of being the breadwinner” (33). Furthermore, despite 
being the person who brings in the money, Frazer explains that Bremser is the one who 
“always holds the money” (155). If Bremser can control her earnings, he, in a sense, 
exercises control over his wife. Allowing Bremser control over household finances 
tempers the blow of the extramarital sex that Frazer’s work requires. 
Bremser also exhibits control over Frazer’s work and sexuality by working as her 
pimp on occasion, when he feels that she is not brazen and assertive enough in her 
advances on the street. With a twinge of bitterness and irony, Frazer describes moments 
when Bremser attempts to assume the role of pimp:  
Ray went off to the center of town…armed with a picture of me in a bikini 
while I sat at home waiting nervously….And wow, my smart husband, did 
you come home with the drunkest man in town, figuring that is the coolest? 
How did you catch him….He was a fat one, out drinking with his friend, 
two too-much cats, nowhere, afraid to have Ray around, figured he could 
bully me, talked Ray down to 150 pesos, which I make up for by copping 
fifty out of his drunken stupor wallet to pay for Ray’s distinguished 
services. (34) 
Not only does he control her income, then, he also evaluates Frazer’s efforts and selects 
her clients when he feels she is not performing duties adequately.  
After one particularly violent episode in the memoir, the dynamic shifts from 
problematic to dangerous control over Frazer’s sexuality. When Bremser befriends a 
group of young poetry students he “decided he wanted [Frazer] to make the scene with 




incident, mounting frustration with her circumstances convinces Frazer to visit the 
student on her own, without Bremser’s prior approval. She determines that she had 
enjoyed sex “for pleasure,” and now craved a sense of comfort from the student, as well 
(144). She describes the horrific aftermath of her actions: “When I returned to the hotel 
room, O.K., straight, Ray was waiting like a fury to punish me for what I did….Ray 
threatens to leave me, and I threaten to leave him if the violence continues. He maintains 
it is good for a chick to get pounded on once in a while for it increases the circulation and 
makes her pretty….” (144). Their quarrel spills over into the street. Walking along the 
sidewalk, Bremser becomes violently angry, delivering blow after blow. Frazer describes, 
“[E]ach blow was a resounding slap that cleared my head for new comprehensions” (154). 
The fight ceases when Bremser gives Frazer two pesos and the pair presumably part ways 
for good. Frazer, having reached a low point of despair, barely stops from drowning 
herself in a river. When she finds Bremser on the street again, she describes her 
desperation to him, and the two reconcile. As the episode concludes, Frazer returns the 
two pesos to Bremser  “as a sign we are together again” (155). At the convergence of 
sexuality and capital, patriarchy breeds violent consequence. 
The problem of Bremser’s power is made more evident when Frazer’s dealings 
with her husband as pimp compare to her dealings with a Veracruzan madam, J. J 
introduces Frazer to highly profitable and trusted clientele; she puts Frazer in touch with 
powerful figures who can help with Bremser’s legal battles; and she cares for Rachel 
when Frazer is unable to do so herself. Frazer describes their relationship 
affectionately—a friendship rather than a business arrangement: “J came to admire me 




maybe, J; although I got along well with all the madams, J, a dear friend and essence of 
Veracruz, was able to open up a well of social enjoyment and faith in myself I hadn’t 
known before” (38). Rather than an arrangement based in violence, control, and despair, 
the partnership between Frazer and J inspires confidence and empowerment.  
Moreover, Frazer indicates that the sex work itself can be unobjectionable, even 
enjoyable. She reasons, “Is this not God’s honest clean sweaty labor and pleasure of good 
wholesome things?” (39). She takes pride in the measurement of her skill as a sex worker. 
When she makes a profit beyond her asking rate she celebrates, “I am a success” (50). 
Further, throughout her exchanges, she imagines herself in the position of power over her 
clients. She describes her encounters: “He is on top of me, rather under me working 
upward. I am the deity being worshiped” (47); and “He has treated me all along very 
graciously—as if I were a queen” (48). Finally, she sees her sex work as a caring and 
worthwhile mothering choice: “It has been hard for the baby Rachel up to this time and I 
would like for her to get healthy and also allow me some respite from care of her to 
become what is necessary. I embrace my prostitution” (52). Considering both the positive 
relationship she can have with her madam and the positive outlook she can have on her 
work suggests that the bulk of adversity Frazer faces stems from tensions elsewhere.   
 Throughout the memoir, Frazer expresses an internal conflict surrounding her 
work: “I am somewhat ashamed at enjoying what I am paid for” (50). On the one hand, 
she feels an obligation to take care of her child matched with pride that she can do so 
outside of the typical parameters for women. However, it places her in a precarious 
position with her husband ultimately because of the joy and ease with which she engages 




baby, and I am proud that I can do it independently of American law, but the light in the 
dark still haunts me, I am so close to the brink of being ashamed, maybe because I liked it” 
(104). Embodied in this passage are the borders that Frazer faces throughout her life in 
Mexico. Her multiple roles pull her in multiple directions: Mother, wife, sex worker, 
sexual person, American, outlaw, and Beat outsider identities clash and blend across 
Frazer’s experiences. These tensions amplify when Frazer returns from an extended sex 
work visit in Mexico City, to find Bremser gone—arrested and taken to Laredo, Texas. 
As Frazer begins Book Two, “Mexico to Laredo: Getting Ray Out of Jail,” Frazer’s 
diversified identity comes face-to-face with geopolitical realities of the U.S.-Mexico 
border, and the female Beat’s border subjectivity shifts from metaphorical to material.  
Mexican Side/American Side: Subjectivity at the Border 
 At the same time that Frazer experiences tensions of a diversified self at the 
border, she also confronts the legal and political realities of the geopolitical site—one 
aspect of life on the U.S.-Mexico divide coming to bear on the other. Frazer’s 
experiences at the border reveal the complex web of Frazer’s identity and location—her 
profession, class, nationality, and legal status as a U.S.-American Beat at the border. As 
Frazer encounters the border, she describes both oppressions and privileges. Ultimately, 
Frazer’s experiences demonstrate what Johan Schimanski, Stephen Wolfe, and the border 
poetics working group at the University of Tromsø have described: “The border subject is 
emotionally and socially ambivalent, both subject to trauma and in a position to attain 
insight and cultural capital by living on the border.”  
Upon discovering her husband’s fate, Frazer leaves Rachel in the care of J and 




papers have expired, and without her baby, she cannot make the crossing. As a fugitive 
sex worker in Mexico, she gets little help when she appeals to the American consul for 
help. “The Veracruz police are looking for you, Mrs. Bremser; you would be doing a very 
foolish thing if you tried to get to Laredo by yourself, you will be arrested by the 
Veracruz police as soon as you go out this door and I won’t lift a finger to help you then,” 
he tells her (84). He continues, “We’ve been watching you for a long time. You and your 
husband (the way you dress!) Have stuck out like sore thumbs; this is a small town” (84). 
Frazer and Bremser’s U.S.-Americanness have made them “stick out like sore thumbs,” 
all the while under the watchful eye of the consul and police. At the same time, Frazer’s 
sex work disqualifies her claims to re-entry or government protection, as the consul’s 
pointed references suggest. Despite her U.S. citizenship, both her husband’s legal status 
and her own criminal activities have limited Frazer’s mobility and access to the border. 
Unable to rely on her U.S. citizenship for entry into Texas, Frazer turns to her 
sexual capital, as she has done all along for survival in Mexico. In this case, it proves 
more valuable than her expired papers. She describes, “I fuck the border Mexican cop 
and make it across the border illegally on a bus full of Mexican shoppers—I don’t care. 
That was the first time I ever fucked someone for something other than money or love” 
(78). The immigration officer instructs Frazer to board the bus in Nuevo Laredo, sitting 
low in her seat until the bus crosses the bridge. 
The various border crossings Frazer makes after this enlighten her to the injustices 
at the border: “The cop atmosphere here is unbearable. I see persecution as I never knew 
existed” (81). While her paperwork may be out of order, it seems that Frazer’s 




questioned” with each crossing, she notes that police at the border “are well trained to 
recognize the difference between flavor and true nationality” (81). Frazer notices the ease 
with which she crosses compared to one Mexican citizen’s crossing. She simply explains 
to the official she has been across for a few short hours. “I breezed through, while an 
honest Mexican behind me is questioned vulgarly about his life,” she writes (82). 
Despite the privilege that her American appearance provides her, Frazer remains 
distrustful of the country from which she has fled. Her unsure legal status convinces 
Frazer to remain in Nuevo Laredo while she tries to get Bremser out of jail. She 
compares circumstances on both sides of the border: 
I insisted on living on the Mexican side. I was afraid of the Texas police, 
and I wanted a better position from which operate. After all, I have found 
it not too greatly illegal to hustle Mexico, and even the head of 
immigration (though he has threatened that if I am causing any trouble in 
Nuevo Laredo that he will have to make me leave) has looked at me 
sympathetically. I know that the police on the American side would like to 
get me on anything. In fact, they’re constantly threatening to put me in jail 
for just standing beneath Ray’s window and talking to him, and they tell 
Ray that they’re going to put me in jail and Rachel an orphanage if I don’t 
stop that. (101)  
Frazer does not favor all of Mexico or its citizens, however. In fact, she holds 
special disdain for Mexican border officials: They are recipients of a particular hostility, 
as Frazer evaluates these border officials as traitors for the U.S. and lacking Mexican 




with both the U.S. and Mexico. She describes that they “feature themselves total Texans 
and incorporate Mexican heritage they are anxious to deny” and deems this as “a mutual 
betrayal in them” (105). The officials misinterpret Frazer’s disdain as prejudice against 
their Mexican nationality. “We are more American than you are,” they tell her (105). She 
explains, “I silently say ‘yeah man, and you can have it, too, you are fully welcome to 
your keep-off-the-grass parks and courthouse lawns which furnish me with the corrupted 
surface to spit on, having become the face of the earth, return me to the other side which, 
though also corrupted, is mine” (105). Through her politics of Beatdom, Frazer positions 
herself as moral superior to these Mexican border officials, as she has denied her 
allegiance to the U.S.  
Frazer’s racism in this case reflects the same romantic primitivism that was one of 
the more problematic articulations of the Beats’ attempt at counterhegemonic ideology. 
While it presumes to reject the primacy of American whiteness, it fails by reinforcing the 
colonial gaze. For instance, when in On the Road Sal and Dean enter Mexico. Sal 
mythologizes this “newly discovered” Mexico in such a way that removes it from 
modernity. As the two travel through a mountainous region, they encounter young 
children selling crystals. “They’ve only recently learned to sell these crystals, since the 
highway was built about ten years back—up until this time the entire nation must have 
been silent,” Kerouac writes (298). Kerouac speaks in reverence of the indigenous 
Mexicans to whom the new highways have brought America’s capitalism. Among him 
are the “Fellahin” who—armed with their primitive ways and removed from the 
corrupting aspects of the modern world—remain in an Edenic place and will survive the 




hold an ancient cosmic invulnerability to civilization’s decline. He writes, “They had 
come down from the back mountains and higher places to hold forth their hands for 
something they thought civilization could offer, and they never dreamed the sadness and 
poor broken delusion of it. They didn’t know that a bomb had come that could crack all 
our bridges and roads and reduce them to jumbles” (299). Thus, as his observations on 
the one hand demonstrate an anti-hegemonic distaste for American capitalism and atomic 
war, for instance; at the same time they silence the indigenous people and remove them 
from history. 
Frazer too uses a position of white Americanness to hierarchize the people she 
encounters in Mexico—aligning herself in spirit with the “honest Mexican” (82) and 
placing herself above the “turncoat” border police (105). Like Kerouac, she favors the 
indigenous Mexicans who live further from the border above all.  When she and Bremser 
travel away from the border and away from Mexico City, she realizes her own 
“inauthenticity.” She writes, “Huautla made me know that we were no more than tourist, 
really. So distant from the Indians” (130).  
Ultimately, the border exposes Frazer’s notions of Mexico and the diverse 
identities there. Moreover, she experiences other peoples’ evaluations of her identities 
while at the border. Along the border where cultures collide, Frazer’s diversified identity 
and the diverse identities of the border come under closer scrutiny. 
To the Brink at the Border 
The tensions surrounding Frazer’s identities and encounters at the border 
eventually prove too difficult for her emotional well-being. When Bremser is released 




stridently with their unsure legal status. Overwhelmed, Frazer admits, “The baby Rach 
sleeps next to us on the seat and I am unable to take care of her anymore. Say this is the 
end” (114). Bremser hears of an offer to surrender Rachel for adoption; Rachel has the 
opportunity to live among “some rich people where she will be safe” (116). Heartbroken 
and hopeless, Frazer agrees to the offer, believing that it is in Rachel’s best interest: “I 
will not have the immediate worry that my investigations will be tampering with anyone 
else’s life but my own” (116). 
Other aspects of Frazer’s encounters at the border become unmaintainable, as well. 
The power Bremser exerted over Frazer’s sex work seem to resume after his return. 
Frazer works doggedly in Mexico City until the two have enough money to take time off 
for travel. “I have to exert myself to raise as much money as possible quickly so we can 
get away and be safe again,” she explains (128). Frazer continues, “I found out later that 
this is a cycle many Mexican prostitutes do with their boyfriends: fierce work, extended 
vacations, though I know none got so elemental as us” (128). While Frazer calls this a 
“new kind of tourism,” she also acknowledges that “anything had the possibilities of fear; 
there are always the police around” (128).  
In addition to the risk that wears on Frazer, the purposes for which she used her 
sexuality before—to help her family survive and to get her husband out of jail—are no 
longer relevant, making Frazer have a different outlook on her work. She writes, “Ray is 
in control I discover later, and I am just a useless wife who was so tired out that I did not 
dare to enjoy anything anymore, the very dress that I wear is a badge and I know that 
everyone knows what I have been through to keep things going” (114). This is a long cry 




her clothes: “I preferred to wear my revolutionary get up rather than their normal 
respectable good looks that bored me because of their dishonesty” (143). Eventually, “I 
was driven to complain to Ray of what I feel is killing me: hustling. And I always get so 
depressed about the whole thing that after two or three weeks and next city I start getting 
sick” (140). The inner turmoil Frazer faces becomes so unmanageable it begins to 
manifest physically. 
Frazer reaches her breaking point when they receive a letter, explaining that 
Bremser’s arrest had been made in error. Suddenly, all of the events that came after seem 
to have taken place for nothing. She writes: 
Ray got a letter from him as we dwell in the Hotel T, saying it was all 
mistake, the police weren’t after us after all, and he is impressed with 
some trivial irony it doesn’t matter much. And I am immediately out on a 
limb with my loss, my god, irony, Rachel gone, half of myself fucked to 
the winds and things stirred up in me and I never wanted to see the light of, 
and irony doesn’t just make me giggle or have a mental illumination, those 
moderations of reaction so small for me now, something twisted a knife in 
my very soul, and I have to run, the damage has been done, let me out of 
here, let me get myself straight if it is possible…(175-6) 
Frazer experiences a complete division of the selves she has been trying to push through 
the sieve. She can no longer balance all of her selves. Motherhood, trading sex for money 
and access, her breadwinner struggle for survival, her wifely concern for her husband, her 
Beat cool trying to “groove under the circumstances” unravel. Frazer feels herself 




 Frazer separates from Bremser, sending him back to the U.S. without her. She 
remains in Mexico for a short time, trying to collect herself from the rubble. Eventually 
she returns to New York. In contrast to her experiences in Mexico, walking the street in 
New York, Frazer feels free: “I was dressed in blue jeans, going to the village, wow! It's 
so good to just walk the street again and not worry about who was looking at me or where 
I was going, just walking the afternoon street slowly” (211). Yet, this is only one aspect 
of her identity that she has bettered by location. In fact, she returns from the border, still 
carrying with her the border self that was developed: “This afternoon I knew that my face 
was changed from years ago, that Rachel had come and gone telling a story of fractional 
twitches and new strains on my face which made me a whole different personality” (211). 
She feels fractured and physically changed from all that she has experienced.  
Finally, her return to New York brings her back to Bremser, whom she runs into 
on the street. He offers ten dollars to help Frazer. And eventually, she agrees to go back 
to his apartment. There, Bremser introduces her to intravenous amphetamine and, as 
Frazer describes, the two “achieved such a perfect fuck” (213). In this moment, Frazer 
decides “it’s worth it” (213). They revert back to their familiar power structure: “I gave 
Ray back his ten dollars and decided to stay,” she writes (213). In this weighty last line, 
money, the symbol of Bremser’s control over Frazer, is handed back over. He has held 
the money all along. 
“A Revolutionary Thing” 
 When Frazer enters Mexico, she calls on the only model of Beat rebellion 
immediately available to her. This outlaw figure of the archetypal West reflects just 




molded by the hegemonic culture—as well as a subculture that had not fully subverted its 
influence—soon fails Frazer. Her experience as a female Beat, a mother, sex-worker, 
abused wife, and unlawful citizen does not match the Beat cowboy prototype—no matter 
how much of an “outlaw” he may be. Just as the frontier narrative cannot offer Frazer a 
map for navigating her experience at the border, frontier formulations do not offer tools 
for understanding Frazer’s encounters. By providing a site-specific framework for 
addressing intersecting systems of power, border theory deconstructs the privileges and 
oppressions that Frazer experiences in Mexico. 
 The abuses that Frazer faces make it difficult to find agency in her Troia 
experiences. As Nancy M. Grace argues, Beat ideals such as “free sex” and “anti-
capitalism” converge with Frazer’s own encounters to “rev[eal] that Beat women do not 
control their bodies, despite the fact that Beat is defined by and promotes sexual freedom” 
(111). “Under male hegemony,” Grace continues, “Beat women’s bodies are always 
already bartered. Frazer’s narrative suggests that for women Beats who would avail 
themselves of the sexual freedom usually accorded only to men, the road is not 
synonymous with sexual ‘kicks’ but with exploitation and degradation” (111-2). For 
Grace too it seems that female Beats cannot fully assume male model of Beat rebellion 
with successful results. However, when these models are revised they hold agential 
potential.  
While neither mobility nor sexuality constitute Frazer’s liberation, the author’s 
account of these experiences make up her Beat revolution. Throughout the memoir Frazer 
watches the Cuban revolutionaries who travel through Mexico. She resents her station, 




prevents her from taking up any cause except her own family’s survival. Certain 
moments, however, suggest the “honesty” Frazer finds in her work, even the 
“revolutionary get up” she wears through the streets (143). Yet only when reflecting back 
on her experiences, in an interview with Grace does Frazer define her achievements. As 
she explains in full to Grace: 
I’ll tell you what—and I don’t know if I’ll ever come up to it again—but I 
thought that I was doing a revolutionary thing with that. I felt righteous 
about being a prostitute. I felt like what I was doing was more honest than 
free love. I was…I was conscious of that. I thought it was something that 
needed to be done. I thought that prostitutes needed a spokesperson. Given 
that we were righteous about everything. I had to work hard to drop the 
anger and a consciousness of the anger and the exclusion, and the 
separateness, the alienation, all of that was a part of that time. I don’t 
know if people experienced it as intensely as we did, being criminals, but 
it was there. It was an awareness. (130) 
Delivering her account of those border experiences—oppressions and privileges alike—
offers a revised narrative for Beats and a revolutionary model for women like her. 
In short, Frazer takes cues from Kerouac, reworking his template for road travel, 
border crossings, and resistance to Containment—reimagining On the Road as Troia, her 
own memoir. While her experiences in Mexico remain fraught with obstacle, revision 
becomes her rebellion. Troia represents a departure from the frontier formulation, and 
thereby issues a challenge to Containment, to the Beat perpetuation of hegemony, and to 




Beat narrative, Frazer creates a vehicle for her own story and creates new models for 




CHAPTER 7. CONFRONTING CONTAINMENT IN JOANNE KYGER’S JOURNAL 
AND POETRY 
In 1957, Joanne Kyger moved from Santa Barbara to North Beach and became 
another student/poet to join what Michael K. Masatsugu identifies as a “critical mass of 
convert Buddhists converg[ing] in the Bay Area during the 1950s” (437). This group was 
made up of “academics, students, teachers, ex-soldiers, printers, editors, artists, poets, 
and writers,” including Alan Watts, a British expatriate whose weekly radio show 
featured regular discussions on Zen; Beat writers Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac; as 
well as West Coast poets Kenneth Rexroth, Gary Snyder, and Philip Whalen” (439). 
Kyger, whose studies of Wittgenstein and Heidegger had led her to D.T. Suzuki’s 
Buddhist translations, saw her move to the Bay as “the inevitable next step” in exploring 
both her consciousness and her craft (Kyger, “Bloomsday”).  
Shortly after her arrival in San Francisco, Kyger joined a circle of poets 
surrounding Robert Duncan and Jack Spicer and counts their “Sunday Meetings” as her 
first poetic school. Both her efforts as a poet and her presence among the Spicer Circle 
reflect Kyger’s noteworthy resistance to Containment. Not only had she joined a circle of 
poets who committed themselves to challenging the established poetic canon, but also she 
had become the only woman “to participate as an equal in the otherwise remarkably 
misogynistic” group (Silliman). While the circle was notoriously difficult for women to 




you’re in, you’ve made it…” they said (Kyger, “Particularizing”). Kyger had begun 
writing poems that would later be included in her first collection The Tapestry and the 
Web. Taken together, the poems in The Tapestry and the Web offer a retelling of Homer’s 
The Odyssey, departing from the original hero’s journey, and placing Penelope at the 
forefront. Kyger explains this project: “I went inside the story of the Odyssey, and started 
reporting on my life through it” (Kyger, “Energy”). Thus, this project reflects her further 
resistance to Containment: Kyger engages in what later feminist would call a “rewriting” 
of the Odyssey—a practice employed to challenge the patriarchal foundations of the 
Western canon. 
At the same time, in 1958, Kyger met Gary Snyder, who had returned stateside 
from his studies in Japan, and the two became romantically involved. In the relationship, 
there was a mutual appreciation for one another’s poetry, and Kyger respected Synder’s 
opinion when he suggested that she could benefit from serious Buddhist study in Japan 
(Gray 190). Kyger made a journey, then, to Kyoto and later to India, which she 
chronicles in Strange Big Moon. While Kyger’s poetry and philosophy developed during 
her travels, she also struggled against gender restrictions: Upon arriving in Japan Kyger 
had to wed Snyder as a condition specified by the Zen Institute at which they studied. 
And while her journeys to Japan and India reflected a rejection of Containment norms 
that would otherwise have bound Kyger to American roles for womanhood, her lack of 
familiarity with Zen culture left her feeling even more restricted and isolated as a woman. 
Moreover, Kyger’s travels took place within postwar, post-occupation context, where 




Moon is as much a record of rejecting Containment as it is a testament to the 
pervasiveness of its presence. 
Kyger’s journals and poetry reveal a complicated resistance to Containment on 
the domestic sphere and abroad. Strange Big Moon: Japan and India Journals, 1960-
1964, published in 1981, assemble her daily activities, dreams, and poetry fragments 
throughout her time abroad; and a collection of poetry, The Tapestry and the Web, 
published in 1965, spans her life in San Francisco, her trips to Japan and India, as well as 
her return home, and speaks to her experiences during those years. Ultimately, Strange 
Big Moon and The Tapestry and the Web help unravel the paradox of Containment for a 
Western female poet. Kyger embodies several tensions including her life as a poet and 
woman, as a Beat bohemian and wife, and as an American and foreigner. She exists 
within Containment cultural bounds even outside of American borders, and she 
participates in the Western imperialist project even while rewriting its narratives. 
Ultimately, exploring this paradox aids a deconstruction of her privileges as a white, 
American woman and oppressions as a female Containment subject. Together, The 
Tapestry and the Web and Strange Big Moon at once reveal Kyger’s marginalization as a 
female Beat poet who rejects Containment through her travels to Japan and India, and 
through her proto-feminist-rewriting poetry. At the same time, her writing encourages a 
critique of Othering practices enacted by the poetic and American Zen communities. 
The Containment Subject and “The Maze” 
 Kyger recalls that her education in poetry began when she joined with the circle 
of poets surrounding Robert Duncan and Jack Spicer. She attended their Sunday 




such as herself could be mentored. Despite variations in style from poet to poet, members 
of this group united under a common effort to reject the New Critical approach to poetry 
currently being advanced in university settings. Yet, their experimental poetry was an 
effort beyond stifling rules of formalism. Against the restrictive cultural backdrop, the 
presence of the Spicer Circle signaled a challenge to Containment poetics. 
 As Michael Davidson describes in Guys Like Us: Citing Masculinity in Cold War 
Poetics, Cold War values were being enforced through various means; they were 
infiltrating various facets of American culture: “[T]he cold war was fought out as much 
on the cultural as on the diplomatic front through collusions between federal agencies 
like the CIA and universities, literary magazines, arts organizations, public forums, and 
area studies programs” (4). Of particular relevance here, Davidson links New Criticism to 
a governmental effort to “create and reinforce” Cold War values: New Criticism, 
Davidson explains, “provided much of [the] aesthetic rationale” for the CIA’s Congress 
for Cultural Freedom (5). And the aesthetic standards of New Criticism reconfirm the 
understanding of Containment as a cultural phenomenon. Davidson writes, “The New 
Critics’ concern that poetry balance and contain rhetorical tensions could be read as rules 
for normative personal behavior” (5). In other words, New Criticism is another way of 
prescribing the Containment of Cold War subjects. 
Communities like the Spicer circle challenge Containment’s aesthetics, rules 
around the style and form of poetry that signify greater rules for expression. At the same 
time, however, they were complicit with Containment’s attitudes toward gender. Kyger 
was the exception in the otherwise male-populated group. In an interview with Dale 




questions and criticisms would leave Wakoski in tears, and so the female poet stopped 
attending. Another infamous episode amongst the group occurred when Duncan 
organized a party for Denise Levertov who was visiting North Beach. Levertov took 
offense when Spicer shared a poem with hostile and misogynistic themes that seemed to 
be “directed” at her (Davidson, San Francisco 172). While the immediate consequence of 
such attitudes was a male-dominated poetry scene, the lasting influence may account for 
Kyger’s neglect in histories and criticisms in the years that followed her involvement 
with the group. Certainly, an anxiety surrounding her talent as a poet and feelings of 
being out-of-place reflect in her poetry. 
 Kyger’s first collection of poetry, The Tapestry and the Web, published in 1965, 
contains poems dated from 1958 through December 1964. Several significant events 
mark this period of Kyger’s life: She arrived upon the North Beach poetry scene; met, 
married, and joined Snyder in Japan and traveled to India; then returned to San Francisco, 
separated from her husband. In a broader context, these are also the postwar Cold War 
years for America, marked by a Containment culture that pervaded the domestic 
atmosphere and that dictated foreign relations abroad. Both these personal and cultural 
influences shape the poetry in Kyger’s collection. The Tapestry and the Web retells The 
Odyssey, paying particular attention this time to Penelope who seems always to be 
waiting for Odysseus’s return. Through this alternative narrative, Kyger reveals 
uncertainties and makes discoveries about her position as a female poet, as a wife, and as 
an American abroad. At the same time, her anxieties and revelations tell a bigger story 
about the landscape of poetry, roles for women during Containment, and cultural 




“The Maze” opens The Tapestry and the Web, and as an introduction to the entire 
work this poem can be read as especially foundational to the collection. The full text of 
this poem appears in Appendix B. Its date, 1958, is shortly after her arrival in San 
Francisco. While the poem’s context is particularly representative of the author’s 
concerns during the setting of its composition, it also reflects a larger sense of 
Containment in its themes and images. Kyger begins to write herself into a reworking of 
The Odyssey epic with a sense of exploration emerging in the poem. Invoking Ulysses 
and Penelope, the speaker gauges the safety of the ocean (ll. 19-20), and later finds 
herself at the entrance of a winding “Maze,” located in the “governor’s garden” (ll. 35-
39). The façade of certainty in this journey, however, quickly reveals a glimpse of an 
imminent, intense anxiety. The speaker’s encounter with the “Maze” reflects two levels 
of Kyger’s experience: First, it demonstrates the poet’s negotiation with her sense of 
alienation among a male-dominated circle. And secondly, it is a narrative of Containment, 
describing an enclosed woman stifled by her cultural surroundings.  
 Throughout the poem, tension teeters between certainty and self-doubt, two poles 
that are matched by a presence of masculine and feminine evocations. At the poem’s start, 
the speaker enters the governor’s garden “delighted” (l. 38). Approaching the entrance, 
the speaker describes, “I went to it / and stood /poised” (ll. 39-41). Notably, this garden 
and its maze are swathed in masculine signifiers: Not only is it the “governor’s” garden, 
but also, she has come to the Maze by patrilineal means—an uncle “pointed out the Maze” 
to her (l. 34). Despite being introduced to the Maze through a patrilineal knowledge, 
Kyger invokes intuition, as well. While having only just encountered the maze, the 




clear sense of direction (ll. 60-61). She has no map or prior knowledge; instead, she 
senses the maze. Similarly, the speaker’s mythic corollary, Penelope, when she first 
appears also exudes assuredness. She “sing[s] high” as she works (l. 65), her “melodies / 
from the center of a / cobweb shawl of their design” (ll. 66-69), which indicates a sense 
of ease that only comes with familiarity or confidence in the task. Like the speaker who 
wanders unfalteringly through the maze, Penelope weaves together the pieces of the story 
with clear purpose. There is both a design and a center here, both a map and a compass. 
 For all the clarity and direction demonstrated by both the speaker and Penelope, 
an underlying sense of out-of-place-ness saturates “The Maze.” Images of the  “dead bird” 
grounded on the sidewalk or the “fish in the air / who begged for the ocean” mix with 
evocations of desolation (l. 2, ll. 7-8). “If I should weep / they would never know,” the 
speaker confides (ll. 24-25). And along with this weeping, there is a sense of isolation 
and enclosure: The speaker, inside the skyless maze, walks alone; Ulysses, in a cave, 
longs for the company of his wife; and Penelope, between windows and walls, becomes 
frantic. Read as Kyger’s perspective, this sense of nonbelonging and alienation mirror her 
navigation through the male-dominated world of poetry. Additionally, as a Containment 
subject, the speaker makes her way through confusing postwar encounters with death and 
feels trapped against the confinements of Containment. 
 A shift in the poem signaled by line seventy offers only momentary solace in this 
air of isolation and enclosure. Here marks the speaker’s exit from the maze: “And turning 
at last,” the speaker says with the suggestion of relief (l. 74). Rather than ending here, 
however, the focus returns to Penelope, erasing any earlier sense of resolution. The 




windows” (ll. 81-82), and “jabs…long pins / to the wall” (ll. 91-92). Moreover, the 
clarity of Penelope’s purpose and sense of direction is replaced by madness: Her web is 
now “demented” (l. 87), her behavior “insane” and “possessed” (l. 85, l. 89). Any sense 
of escape from the Maze is replaced by images of a trapped Penelope, who rages against 
the walls that surround her. While the speaker may find her way through one obstacle, 
there is still an older narrative that functions to imprison and inflict mental anguish. 
 Through “The Maze,” comes Kyger’s own struggle with the male world of 
writing among the Spicer circle. Despite any immediate confidence or feigned certainty, 
anxiety soon grips the author and speaker alike. Penelope’s frantic weaving suggests the 
madness of a poet who is controlled by, rather than controls, her craft. Simultaneously, 
the poem speaks to a larger cultural atmosphere—a figure facing the horrors of postwar 
destruction, struggling against the rules and restrictions, driven mad by the tasks of “their 
design” (emphasis mine). Opening her collection in this way, Kyger not only identifies 
her personal afflictions, she also identifies herself as a Containment subject. 
 Despite reflecting both personal and larger cultural anxieties of Containment, 
Kyger, nonetheless works against dominant ideologies. She challenges Containment 
poetics and gender codes in the act of writing and in the writing itself: First, her 
involvement in the Spicer Circle resists both New Critical aesthetics and sexist trends in 
the writing community. Moreover, Kyger writes against a Cold War effort in American 
exceptionalism to ally with Western Europe under a common Western heritage, set 
against a Communist East. Kyger upsets a traditional narrative of this Western heritage, 
writing herself into The Odyssey and placing Penelope’s story at the center. Although 




speaker continues to make her way through the maze and Penelope tears at the walls that 
enclose her. 
Through the Maze: Kyger’s Journey to Japan and India 
In The Culture of the Cold War, cultural and political historian Michael Whitfield 
describes the conflation of Christianity, capitalism, and patriotism—facets that combine 
for an “American way of life” distinctly opposed to Communism’s prescribed atheism 
(83). Despite rising church membership in America, however, the Beats turned their 
attention to Zen Buddhism, conduct that further exemplifies their resistance to 
Containment ideologies. Their understanding of Buddhism as part of a new 
consciousness positioned Zen practice as counter to the materialistic and mechanized 
Western religions, which they determined to be at the root of civilization’s decline 
(Prothero 209). In his essay “’Beyond This World of Transiency and Impermanence’: 
Japanese Americans, Dharma Bums, and the Making of American Buddhism during the 
Early Cold War Years,” Masatsugu focuses an analysis of the American interest in Zen 
on the Beat Generation, specifically. He situates their interest in Buddhism within their 
resistance to Cold War Containment: “During the early Cold War years, [the Beats], like 
other Americans, were haunted by the unparalleled destruction of World War II and the 
increasing prospect of nuclear war. While many Americans turned to consumerism, the 
nuclear family, and the home as a sanctuary, the Beats retained a deep ambivalence to the 
dominant ideology of domestic containment” (439). Rather than turning toward these 
dominant ideologies, then, “[T]he Beats developed an interest and view of Buddhism as a 
spiritual alternative to Cold War institutions, organizations, and domestic prescriptions 




subsequent move to San Francisco developed from a rejection of popular Containment 
institutions. She favored the experimental poetry blossoming in North Beat over the 
formalist poetry of the academy; and she felt that Zen Buddhism could help her explore 
consciousness further than the Western philosophy she studied or psychological analysis 
she underwent. 
Between meeting Snyder in 1958 and joining him in Kyoto in 1960, the two 
exchanged letters, discussing his rigorous Zen study, but also expressing and exploring 
feelings for one another. Getting ready for her trip to Japan, Kyger moved to the East-
West house—a communal residence for those interested in learning more about Asian 
and Zen studies. As Anne Waldman describes in her forward to the journal, Kyger was 
among the poets “deeply immersed in non-Western spiritual traditions and looked to Asia 
instead of Europe to expand their sensibilities” (x). Moreover, the East-West House had 
become so popular at that point, as Kyger recalls, they began referring to it as the 
“Hyphen House, which was the hyphen between East and West” (Kyger, “Bloomsday”). 
Thus, Kyger and the rest of the residents found a space for rejecting Containment’s 
binaristic framework. They identified themselves as the “hyphen,” between the East and 
West, refusing the divisive approach that Containment sought to establish. 
 On January 30, 1960, Kyger left for Japan. Her choice signals a critique of the 
dominant values promoted and enforced by Containment. Against the rise of patriotic 
Christianity, Kyger opts instead to explore Eastern religion in Kyoto. Rather than the 
materialistic consumer culture that thrived in the U.S., Kyger decides on a minimalist Zen 
approach in Japan. And as she continues her retelling of the Odyssey during her own 




bridging an Eastern and Western outlook, upsetting a dualistic framework and developing 
a proto-feminist revision of a Western classic. 
At the same time, Beat Buddhism and its presence in their writing deserves 
careful critique: American Orientalism and cultural imperialism reflect in Kerouac’s 
Dharma Bums, and in Snyder and Ginsberg’s trips to Japan and India, for instance. Such 
problematic tensions plague the Beat legacy: While on the one hand the Beats were astute 
critics of America’s dominant cultural ideals, often their search for alternatives resulted 
in the romanticization of marginalized cultures and the exoticization of minority 
populations. The Beats occupied a dual position as Containment subjects—as individuals 
who resisted the oppressions Containment issued against them, and as individuals who 
perpetuated oppressions from their privileged statuses.  
While Kyger’s introduction of Japanese and Buddhist images into her poems 
revises classical narratives and disrupts Containment binaries, her writing and her travels 
also exist within troubled dynamics between the U.S. and the East. First, Kyger writes in 
the wake of World War II violence between the U.S. and Japan, significantly in the 
Asian-Pacific theater; and following the Allied occupation of Japan. While General 
Douglas MacArthur’s policy to democratize and modernize Japan through occupation 
came to an end in 1952, in the post-occupation period, Japan’s “client state” status meant 
continued Japanese subordination to the U.S. Not only did the U.S. maintain a military 
presence, but also American business interests further entailed an American presence in 
Japan. In addition, certain Japanese measures for occupation remained in place, including 




analysis of Kyger’s Japanese and Buddhist influences, then, must critique their role 
within these contexts. 
 Kyger places images of the East and West alongside one another, not suggesting 
the primacy of either, but rather disrupting the binary distinction between the two 
hemispheres. “The Dance,” for instance, is a meditation on movement and stillness, 
repetition and change that considers a “Ceylonese Bodhisattva” as well as Greek 
philosophers Aristotle and Democritus (ll. 7, 56, 78). Kyger calls on each of these figures 
to approach the poem’s themes, suggesting that at their cores, these figures share 
concerns and perspectives. Similarly, in “Iliad: Achilles does not die,” Kyger places Troy 
and Kyoto in the same historical imaginary: 
   How big was the distance of Troy 
       & the battlefield, the shoreline 
  of ships — does  it stretch as far 
           as the city of Kyoto (ll. 8-11) 
Troy, once inspiration for myths and epics, saw so many changes that its existence almost 
dissipated into legend. Kyoto, once the capital of Japan, faced cycles of destruction and 
rebuilding into its modernization. Although records of Troy predate Kyoto’s history by a 
millennium, Kyger seems to suggest that Kyoto’s survival verifies its equal relevance to 
civilization.  
Positioning Eastern and Western images side-by-side to emphasize similarities 
rather than reinforce differences, then, challenges Containment’s clear distinction 
between the hemispheres. Poems in The Tapestry and the Web dating after her arrival in 




parallel images. Thus, Kyger troubles Orientalist assumptions regarding the East-West 
differences, ideas about the benevolent supremacy of the West, or the exotic Otherness of 
the East. 
However, in “Two Takes on Japan: Joanne Kyger’s The Japan and India Journals 
and Philip Whalen’s Scenes of Life at the Capital,” Jane Falk points to “evidence of 
[Kyger’s] frustration with her position as a foreigner or gaijin” (106). Throughout 
Kyger’s journal she notes being met with suspicion, stared at, singled out as an American, 
and told “white ladies don’t belong” (11, 97, 101, 140). For Falk, Kyger’s feelings of 
foreignness signal that “[t]he possibility for cosmopolitan hybridity and ability to adapt 
successfully to the transnational experience breaks down” (106). Indeed, the self-
consciousness she experiences when her imperialist gaze is returned exemplifies Kyger’s 
Othering practices. 
Kyger’s awareness of white Americanness, however, makes her sensitive to the 
appropriative habits of the Beats. Many of the male Beats, on the other hand, seemed 
ignorant of their fetishization of the Fellahin, a term Kerouac borrowed from Oswald 
Spengler’s The Decline of the West to mean primitive and marginalized civilizations 
(Holton, sec. 2). Throughout Strange Big Moon, for instance, Kyger cringes at the 
cultural tourism she witnesses during her time abroad: “Whenever I see any other 
American tourists I am so embarrassed I could die,” she writes (195). As Anne Waldman 
explains in her introduction to the journals, “Kyger is horrified by Allen Ginsberg's ego 
as perceived first hand (he wants to read Howl to everyone he meets, including the Dalai 




she nonetheless demonstrates an awareness of their privilege that many of her fellow 
Beats allow to go unquestioned. 
“Persimmon Cowboy”: Containment Gender Roles Abroad 
  Kyger’s awareness of certain privileges may come from an aspect of Containment 
she can neither benefit from nor escape: the patriarchal system of gender relations.19 
Specifically, Containment’s gender role prescriptions still reflect in her marriage to 
Snyder and in her status among the poetic community. Snyder, Kyger’s “Persimmon 
Cowboy,” as she refers to him in her journal (110), embodies a tension between his 
Eastern escape from U.S. values and his internalized adherence to Containment 
ideologies. Specifically, Snyder seems to hold the same traditional notions of gender 
promoted by Containment, which leave Kyger conflicted and confined in her marriage. 
As she writes in her journal on February 5, 1960, Kyger’s original plan was to “stay only 
a short time in Japan and not marry” (3). At the insistence of the Zen Institute at which 
she and Snyder studied, the two married on February 23, soon after her arrival. Just a few 
weeks later, Kyger begins to regret the union: “I wish I weren't married at all I feel 
trapped” (10). Kyger journals about Snyder’s “bossy[ness],” which “gets out of hand” at 
times and “scares” her (8). She describes a “real fear of being submerged not heard" (11). 
Snyder’s aggressive authority manifests as physical violence, at times. As Kyger 
describes in one episode, Synder drinks too much, and “[l]ater he kicked me for some 
reason and not long afterwards disappeared to be violently ill on the lawn for the rest of 
the evening" (54). 
                                                
19	  For Falk, Kyger’s inability to adopt a hybrid or transnational identity comes from 





Most of the couples’ conflicts, even the violent conflicts, seem to arise from 
Snyder’s Containment expectations of his wife’s role. 20 Despite coming to Japan for 
study and to improve her craft, Kyger is, at best, expected to put her aspirations 
secondary to her duties as a wife. On May 10, 1960, Kyger writes, “It seems to me half 
the time our relationship is involved in a battle to see who is going to get the upper 
hand….Is his own masculinity threatened that he must fight so hard to assert himself & 
show no regard for my desires or identity” (31). These gender roles reflect the restrictive 
effects of Containment, this time transplanted to Japan. In fact, Kyger describes emotions 
in accordance with Containment sentiments when she writes of “[f]eeling terribly anxious 
and unfree” (33). An argument between the two ensued after Kyger approached Snyder 
about reprioritizing her household duties: “Asked Gary what if I was involved in doing 
something & didn’t want to do the dishes for say a few days--I want to feel the freedom 
of acting that way should the possibility arise. He would not grant me that, he said” (33). 
The disagreement became physical when, as Kyger describes, “at last in exasperation I 
rose from the bed and said I was going to sleep in the Genkan whereupon he grabbed me 
around the knees and down I fell striking my head against the edge of the table and 
splitting it open” (33). Frightened by her bleeding injury, Snyder drove Kyger to the 
hospital for stitches (33). Finally, two weeks before Snyder suggests a separation and 
                                                
20	  It is difficult to establish a definitive link between Containment cultural values and 
domestic violence. As Elizabeth Pleck establishes in Domestic Tyranny, until social 
policy in the 1970s brought the issue into public discourse, throughout the 1950s and 
1960s, instances of domestic violence went underreported and under-prosecuted. 
However, the neglect of the problem throughout the Containment decades may suggest a 
correlation between Cold War domestic ideals and domestic violence. Moreover, the 
relationship between traditional gender roles and patterns of male violence, and gender 




Kyger returns to California, he writes her a letter outlining his disappointments with the 
marriage. His grievances include her neglect of domestic duties: “It would be so nice if 
you could get up early and make breakfast while I did soji or worked in the garden. / 
Why can't you ever have a meal ready on time?? / And wash the dishes soon after…” 
(270). 
 Kyger’s husband seems to diminish Kyger’s humanity, as well as her poetic 
aspirations, bringing with him to Japan those same strict ideas about gender that 
Containment advances. Moreover, Kyger finds herself doubly Contained in her new 
setting as she is isolated from the avant-garde poetic community in which she found 
education and support. Without her Sunday Meeting group, Kyger finds it difficult to be 
taken seriously as a poet, and the men in her presence seem only to see her relationship to 
Snyder. When the two meet Ginsberg in India, for instance, Ginsberg seems dismissive of 
Kyger. In fact, he indicates feelings that Kyger is an infringement upon Snyder’s freedom, 
that she uses her sexuality to control his behavior. Ginsberg writes, “I then start to think 
about Gary: is [sex intimacy feeling] why he always stays close to her – if so then that 
seems like a compromise on his part – the unwritten law between them whereby Joann 
says: stay around me or I'll sleep with someone else – Gary: OK. will do” (qtd. in Kyger, 
Strange Big 191). Only when Kyger’s work is validated by another respected male poet, 
Philip Whalen, does Ginsberg consider her work. As Kyger describes, “Gave Allen all 
Philip's letters so he'd see good comments Philip made on my poetry. I better read your 
poems again says Allen the next morning" (256). Similarly, although Donald Allen 
expressed interest in Kyger’s work, he avoided dealing with her directly, and instead 




anthology, then later on asked Gary to ask me to send him a short biography, and 
absolutely no word to me” (195). 
 In addition to journaling about these conflicts with prescribed gender roles and 
sexism while she’s in Japan, these struggles come up in her poetry. The poem, “the 
persimmons are falling,” for instance, connects poetry to the author’s present 
circumstance. This poem appears in full in Appendix C. Dated December 1963, the poem 
comes about in the same month Kyger receives the aforementioned breakup letter from 
Snyder. Much like “The Maze,” Kyger’s “the persimmons are falling,” reflects a speaker 
in conflict.  A series of contradictory moments in the poem suggest purpose, direction, 
and confidence on one hand, and anxiety self-doubt on another. Again, gender is at the 
center of this conflict.  
The poem rests on a tension between belonging in a space and feelings of 
alienation, between assuredness and doubt. The speaker’s relationship to her 
surroundings, “the living room,” is initially positive: She enters with certainty. Later, 
however, the living room is “strange” and “unfamiliar” (l. 22). The speaker sits in a chair 
here and does not “know a thing” (l. 24). An obsessive awareness of time and its passing 
give a sense of urgency, even pressure, to the speaker’s implied need to achieve. 
Ultimately, the back-and-forth of tension and relief never bring the poem to balance. 
While the speaker tries for reconciliation, the ambiguity of the final couplet offers little in 
the way of comfortable resolution.  
 From the poem’s start, there is a sense of looming finality, a deadline approaching. 
The fruit falls from the tree “early and rotten” (l. 2). In their final moments, not only have 




persimmon, people too lose their “bloom” (l. 11). According to the speaker, “people 
don’t die at thirty. / But the bloom is gone. all this / awareness of the bloom to die…” (ll. 
10-12). Thus, the process of dying is slow and painful to observe. However, more than 
literal “dying,” there seems a fixation on the loss of the vigor and energy of life. The 
speaker’s query: “From here to here. / how much are you going to do,” suggests that the 
anxiety lies in a need for accomplishment (ll. 7-8). How much can a person get done in 
the small amount of time he or she is allotted here? 
 A sense of anxiety follows the poem into the third stanza, where the dominant 
image moves from the persimmons to the scenes of a dream. Recalling Penelope’s dream 
in The Odyssey, the dream marks a shift in the poem, evidenced not only by the change in 
image and mood, but also in visual ways, such as the notable reduction of punctuation as 
compared to the previous stanzas. This stanza, one sentence in length, meanders and 
requires the reader to do the same as he or she wanders through the descriptions of the 
“mysterious house,” full of unknown people, unidentifiable objects, and unnavigable 
passageways (l. 16). Accompanying this feeling of aimlessness comes a delayed 
identification of subject. The “I” present throughout the first two sentences does not 
appear until the last line of this stanza. Instead of naming the dreamer, the poem reads, 
“There reoccurs a dream” (l. 15). Not until the final line does the speaker insert herself 
into this reoccurring dream. Her postponed presence punctuates the defeat described: “I 
can’t take over” (l. 21). The mysterious house, a chair in the living room situated within 
the unknowable—the speaker seems not to have an entrance into the space she previously 
identified as “the heart of the matter” (l. 6). Again, confusion and self-doubt weighs on 




 The speaker attempts to reconcile this anxiety in the fifth stanza. “A bad crop of 
persimmons eaten with bugs / this year, a good one last” (ll. 27-28), she reasons, 
suggesting a concession—with the good, comes the occasional bad. The speaker 
continues, “And the wrinkles. / Melting into the nice earth / giving over life, giving it 
another child” (ll. 28-30). Rather than the taking of life, giving is emphasized, here. 
Wrinkles, while typically associated with the aging or fading referenced earlier in the 
poem, now become associated with the earth and naturally occurring phenomena.   
 This sense of reconciliation even seems to carry over into the final couplet. The 
first line reads, “‘You’ve built this vast house, now explore it’” (l. 31). Punctuated as a 
quotation, although unattributed, this line appears as some piece of advice. But the 
ultimate success of this resolution is uncertain, as the speaker observes in the poem’s last 
line, “—Some people have well lived homes” (l. 32). The speaker seems not to 
internalize this advice, or at least does not identify with it, as it makes her think of “some 
people” rather than herself. The “some people” mentioned here echoes the unnamed 
“people” in the second stanza whose blooms have begun to die. This connection between 
the final couplet and the second stanza also encourages a parallel between a well-lived 
room and the “sad time” of “settl[ing] down like ripe wheat” (l. 12, l. 13). Instead of 
reconciling with the fading bloom, the anxiety of passing life, then, it seems that the 
speaker finds a well-lived room to be much like the ripe wheat pressed down by the 
weight of time. 
 The conflicts in “the persimmons are falling” mirror the conflicts in Kyger’s own 
life. The speaker experiences uncertainty in her space, faces decay all around her, and 




those structures in her life meant to bring stability. Both struggle with a lack of control. 
Kyger’s poetry and journals then reflect the ever-presence of Containment in its echoes 
of gender roles even in Japan and India. Moreover, coupled with cultural isolation, Kyger 
and her speaker become more so contained. Despite intentions to escape Containment 
values, in a new place, Kyger seems to struggle for the resources to combat them. 
Confronting Containment: Kyger’s Return 
 The concluding sequence of The Tapestry and the Web dates after Kyger’s return 
to California, composed from April to December 1964. This series occurs in seven parts, 
numbered I through VII, and across nine poems referred to as “The Odyssey Poems.” 
Continuing with Kyger’s revision of Homer’s epic, “The Odyssey Poems” reimagine 
Odysseus’s return to Penelope and parallel Kyger’s own experiences with Snyder. 
Through “The Odyssey Poems” Kyger seems to be coming to terms with her own 
experiences during her marriage; and in the end, the hero of the narrative is not Odysseus.  
The first poem of the sequence, “April 8. The Plan,” retells Odysseus’s return to 
Ithaca and to Penelope with striking similarities to Kyger’s relationship to Snyder. Kyger 
portrays the male figure’s careful, cloaked entrance not as cunning, but as conniving. 
Moreover, the speaker does not celebrate his return home; it is a disruption. In The 
Odyssey, Agamemnon advises Odysseus to keep information from her wife, and tells him 
that women cannot be trusted: “Wherefore in thine own case be thou never gentle even to 
thy wife. Declare not to her all the thoughts of thy heart, but tell her somewhat, and let 
somewhat also be hidden….And another thing will I tell thee, and do thou lay it to heart: 
in secret and not openly do thou bring thy ship to the shore of thy dear native land; for no 




it is Odysseus, not Penelope, who deserves distrust. As “he” “sail[s] into the bay” 
“outside of San Francisco,” the speaker warns, “Oh he is a liar / from the bottom of his 
heart” (ll. 3, 8, 11-2). As Kyger continues to merge Odysseus and Snyder, parallels 
between the beggar and the dharma bum multiply: “the way he dresses / in old clothes 
and moves like an old man / no one knows the real facts” (ll. 23-5). “He” has duplicitous 
motives; perhaps Snyder’s ascetic spiritualism may not be all that it appears. Moreover, 
the homecoming Kyger describes throws the setting into disorder rather than joy. Rather 
than a peaceful presence, upheaval marks his return. Kyger writes, “leaving the fine 
things at home / going into the house / where everything is put in place, set into 
movement” (ll. 29-31). Thus, the fine things, Penelope included, remain properly in their 
arranged place, until the male figure’s return triggers disturbance.  
 Poem VI, “Here it is, the last day,” similarly reworks Penelope and Odysseus to 
reflect the dynamic between Kyger and Snyder. This poem recalls the post-battle reunion 
between the Homeric couple, but at the same time corresponds with the tension between 
Kyger’s sense of uprootedness and Snyder’s seemingly continual journey: “And he’ll 
have to go on again to find another city,” the speaker laments (l. 3). In this way she writes 
her own self-chiding into a description of Penelope’s actions:  
It is interesting to note 
how cautious she was, he called her iron hearted, to see if it was really 
        he that had returned  
until she went to bed (ll. 5-8)  
After Odysseus leaves Penelope once more, the speaker remarks, “I think she is happy 




the earlier intimacy and shared experience between Penelope and the speaker. These lines 
suggest that the speaker is as sure of her own happiness as she is of Penelope’s. Their 
households may be restored and minus one occupant; however neither woman’s reaction 
to this change is clear. The poem’s final lines punctuate this uncertainty: “up to your 
room now to wait a while he tells her / and she does what he says / I guess it’s good to 
know where you’re going” (ll. 17-9). Again, the speaker can only “guess” at her 
emotional response. Further, that Penelope is back in her room, waiting for an absent 
Odysseus suggests the hold the male figure has on the female figure, her space, and her 
interaction with it, even when not around. The world is his to explore and the house his to 
control. 
 In addition to providing insight into Kyger’s life as a female poet, reading 
Kyger’s relationship to Snyder in her retelling of Odysseus and Penelope’s marriage 
reveals the gender dynamics influencing the Beat couple. Whether in Japan, India, or the 
U.S., the learned patriarchal patterns of Containment’s gender roles follow Kyger and 
Snyder.  Snyder’s assumed dominance in the relationship, and his ability to move with 
ease and freedom, reflect the liberty of maleness during Containment. Kyger, on the other 
hand, focuses on her time in the home space and struggles even in her household to feel 
belonging and to assume authority.  
At the same time that her poetry speaks to the gender politics of Containment, her 
writing also reflects a resistance to Containment’s strictures. Kyger’s rewriting of The 
Odyssey to place Penelope at the forefront challenges the universal male hero figure. In 
addition, her retelling of Homer’s narrative undermines the patriarchal and Western 




Kyger casts doubt on Homer’s one-sided plot and his unreliable hero. Instead of the 
traditional narrative, readers find an intimate retelling where the female speaker and 
figure are represented.  
The final poem of the sequence, “From our soundest sleep, it ends  VII,” revises 
Book XXII of The Odyssey, in which Odysseus slays Penelope’s suitors. Rather than 
focusing on Odysseus’s victory, the poem centers on the female characters around him. It 
begins, “She finished up the web” (l. 1). Penelope’s completion of the web, then, puts 
into action the final events of the epic. Not only is Odysseus’s victory not central here, as 
Kyger points out, it is not solely his victory. Instead, Athena, the goddess of strategy and 
war comes to Odysseus’s aid in battle. Kyger writes, “and he is that great fighter / having 
a guide, a female presence who pulls her own self into battle so” (ll.14-5). Kyger even 
takes away from the suitors’ noble deaths. While these suitors died once in battle, Kyger 
reminds readers of Persephone’s sacrifice. Persephone “really died every year / to go 
down there was difficult a large dark house / and ghost groves on either side of white.  
They called her terrible” (ll. 4-6). As the poem concludes, the center presence of these 
women seems to have brought order to earlier chaos. In the final lines “the control takes 
peace / over an ordered landscape, it is clear / all confusion gone, and nodding their heads 
wondered where they had gone” (ll. 27-9). Ultimately, although they are shaken by 
events, any uncertainty or doubt is gone. There is the suggestion of resuming balance. By 
showing Penelope, Athena, and Persephone’s role and power over the epic’s outcome, 





Kyger’s Strange Big Moon and The Tapestry and the Web unravel the poet’s 
experience with Containment. From her arrival in San Francisco and singular female 
presence among the Spicer circle, to the subordinate role her husband expected her to 
assume in their marriage, and to the lack of seriousness with which members of the poetic 
community approached her work, Containment’s system of gender relations limited 
Kyger’s experiences and opportunities. On the other hand, the two texts reveal the ways 
that she challenged the dominant narratives of Containment. She educated herself in 
experimental poetry and worked against Containment’s New Criticism. Moreover, she 
challenged both the Western and patriarchal foundations and legacy of the canon. Her 
Buddhist practices, and Eastern- and Zen-influenced writing went against U.S. religious 
ideology and the strict enforcement of an West/East binary that privileged the West. 
Finally, she resisted the spatial manifestations of Containment in deciding to live abroad. 
 At the same time that Strange Big Moon and The Tapestry and the Web 
demonstrate Kyger’s confrontation of Containment’s oppressions, they also encourage a 
critique of the privilege Kyger experienced as a white American in post-occupation Japan 
and post-colonial India. While her poems attempt to dissolve Western supremacy and 
Containment’s reliance on an East/West binary, her journals reflect the Othering 
consequences of her imperial gaze. While she is like her male Beat peers in fetishizing 
marginalized cultures, she nonetheless remains critical of many of their transgressions. 
Reading together Kyger’s Strange Big Moon and The Tapestry and the Web helps 




“on the road.” Ultimately, Kyger’s experience in the U.S. and abroad demonstrate the 
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Appendix A “Lullaby” 
Sleep lad 
lie easy 
now don’t you moan 
once every flip this world goes upside down 
and we’ll live in cloisters 
bye and bye 
 
we’ll hunt in the park 
and keep swans on the lake 
have a new year’s party 
at the frick museum 
 
you’ll write on parchment 
between the lions 
the Rembrandt room 
will be our salon 
    no lights but torches 
    bye and bye 
we’ll out a mattress 
among the Brancusi’s  
drink orange juice 
from egyptian glass 
    just birds to see us 
    bye and bye 
we’ll give your ballet 
at the plaza fountain 
I’ll jam till dawn 
at the opera house 
 
we’ll tame the panther  
and learn etruscan 
and joust on broadway 
in full dress armor 
 
Hoest lad 
if you’ll only lie still 
we’ll live in the cloisters 
bye and bye 
 




Appendix B “The Maze” 
I saw the         1 
 dead bird on the sidewalk 
 his neck uncovered 
 and prehistoric 
 
At seven in the morning       5 
  my hair was bound 
  against the fish in the air 
  who begged for the ocean 
  I longed for their place 
Behind the         10 
tall thin muslin of the curtain 
we could see his shadow 
knocking 
and we waited 
not stirring         15 
crouched by the fireplace 
   where the ashes blew out 
later we checked the harbor 
 to see if it was safe 
 rather hoping        20 
 one had gone astray 
 and flung itself upon the shore 
for all to watch 
If I should weep 
they would never know       25 
        
and so I walked 
silently 
shrugging off hands 
in treacherous places        30 
wanting to fall    
In Williamsburg, Virginia 
my uncle 
pointed out the Maze 
which grew         35 
















like a long hallway        45 




leaf          50 
and twig 
in an unquestioning manner 
 
white gravel 
caressed my feet 
 
the sky disappeared        55 
and I 
could hear 
the sound of water 
rushing 
 
I knew each corner        60 
without pausing 
 
Held captive in a cave 
Ulysses 
sobbed for his wife 
who was singing high        65 
 
melodies 
from the center of a 
cobweb shawl 
of their design 
 
three feathers         70 
I picked 
from a stone 
in my path 
 
and turning at last 




the speckled bench 
and halting fountain 
which marked 
the end. 
She       80 
  tortures 
the curtains of the window 
shreds them 
like some 
insane insect    85 
creates a 
      demented web 
from the thin folds 
her possessed fingers 
clawing  she        90 
thrusts them away with 
sharp jabs     of long pins 
to the walls.  




Appendix C “The Persimmons Are Falling” 
The persimmons are falling 
    early and rotten from the tree. 
     no time to attend the garden. 
            where I got like a dandy 
      is to the living room 
           and right to the heart of the matter. 
 
   From here           to here.   
        how much are you going to do. 
         It occurred to me yesterday 
   people don’t die at thirty. 
          But the bloom is gone. all this 
    awareness of a bloom to die.  what a sad time 
   when the point is clear and we settle down like ripe wheat 
       the beginning business over. 
 
             There reoccurs a dream 
    of a large mysterious house, of women in turbans 
               gigantic attics of rubbish 
            a long staircase, mysterious inhabitors 
       of closed off suites, marble fountains  
              sneaking through the house 
           in by the back way, I can’t take over. 
 
    The great house has strange furniture I’m unfamiliar with 
     In a chair in the living room 
           I don’t know a thing, about what’s around the corner 
    going up the staircase, knocking on the doors. 
 
      The different preoccupations.       years and years 
           go by.    A bad crop of persimmons eaten with bugs 
           this year, a good one last.    And the wrinkles. 
         Melting into the nice earth 
          giving over life, giving it another child. 
 
         ‘You’ve built this vast house, now explore it.’ 
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